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Abstract
In this thesis, anti-American sentiment is examined in Australian literature from the
nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The works include Rolf Boldrewood’s
Robbery Under Arms, first published as a serial in The Sydney Mail beginning in 1882,
George Johnston’s My Brother Jack, published in 1964, and Andrew McGahan’s
Underground published in 2006. It is argued that all of these texts are set in, and reflect
popular attitudes during periods of massive social change, which will be referred to as
“pressure points.” These pressure points include the Gold Rush, the years leading up to and
including World War Two, and the Post-9/11 era. Drawing on this understanding, this
thesis provides an historical and political background of the relationship between Australia
and America as a framework for drawing out the anti-American sentiment in the
aforementioned works of Australian literature. The thesis examines commonly held
perceptions about Americans in the time periods specified, showing that resistance to
American influence was often based on negative perceptions, which may or may not have
been accurate.
All of these texts can be read as an affirmation that there was resistance to
American influence in Australia. Moreover, it is argued that the texts represent a reaction
to the major respective social changes taking place in Australia, for which the United States
seems to be a driving force. This resistance to American influence is dependent upon the
ideal that Australia has a unique and “traditional” identity, which in spite of this belief
emerges as a fluid identity. In all of the novels, the way forward, the way to a better
Australia, is portrayed as a step backwards to a time in which, it was believed, America did
not have as great an influence on Australia.
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Chapter One
America’s Influence in Australia
The research for this thesis suggests that the United States of America has had an
influence on Australia from the first explorations by Westerners; in many ways America
has been a vital part of the Western history of Australia. According to historians such as
Normal Bartlett, Russel Ward, Humphrey McQueen, David Mosler and Bob Catley,
Australia has often looked to America as an example of the achievements that Australia
could expect. Likewise, the American example has been used to identify mistakes that
Australia should avoid. One might describe Australia’s relationship with America as a
love-hate relationship.

While some will point out that both countries have similar

backgrounds and beginnings, distinct differences have helped to generate unique identities
for each country. Scholars including Philip Bell, Roger Bell, Robin Boyd, John Fiske, Bob
Hodge and Graeme Turner posit that throughout Australia’s Anglo-Celtic history, there has
been a fear in Australia that Americanisation or globalisation—with America as the driving
force—will take over and that Australia will lose its identity, succumbing to America’s
political and cultural influences. Accordingly there have been, at various times and among
certain segments of the population, feelings of anti-American sentiment. There have been
points in Australia’s history when America’s influence in the country increased
dramatically and generated intense reactions. For the purpose of this thesis, these time
periods will be referred to as historical “pressure points,” and they include, but are not
limited to, Australia’s Gold Rush, the years leading up to and including World War Two,
and the Post-9/11 era. Reflective of these pressure points, certain examples of Australian
Literature reveal an intense reaction to America’s influence in Australia and the antiAmerican sentiment that was prevalent among some segments of Australia’s population.
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For this thesis, three very popular Australian novels will be examined in the context
of these pressure points to illuminate the anti-American sentiment contained within them.
The novels include Robbery Under Arms (1889) by Rolf Boldrewood, My Brother Jack
(1964) by George Johnston, and Underground (2006) by Andrew McGahan. Apart from
the continued popularity that each of the novels enjoys, they have several common
characteristics. Most importantly for this thesis, each of these novels is set in one of the
pressure points described above. Likewise, as will be discussed later in more detail, they
all represent, for their authors,1 a departure from their typical writing styles, as if to indicate
that something extraordinary was necessary to confront the challenges of their time. All
three of the novels are written as a kind of memoir, telling their stories from the first-person
point-of-view; and in each of the novels, the narrators seem to be looking to the past, a time
in which they perceive that America’s influence was not as great, as a basis for the hope for
the future.
The first novel, Robbery Under Arms is narrated by Dick Marston and tells the
story of his childhood on a farm in rural New South Wales, and details his descent into a
life of crime. Dick has a younger brother named Jim, and in the beginning of the novel,
Jim wants to go into an honest business with their neighbour, George Storefield. Dick,
however, is too proud to work with George and instead, he influences Jim to join their
father and go into a life of crime: stealing cattle, bush ranging, and robbing banks. There
are several points in the novel in which the pair plan to get away to America, allowing for a
comparison between America and Australia.

In the end, however, George Storefield

becomes a successful, respected pillar of the community who cares for the Marston women
when the men are away, while Jim is shot dead trying to escape the law, leaving behind a
loving wife and a young child.

Dick, after narrowly avoiding being hanged, spends
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fourteen years in jail repenting for his life of crime and lamenting the loss of his younger
brother.
The second novel, My Brother Jack, is narrated by David Meredith. It is the first
book in a trilogy which includes Clean Straw for Nothing and the unfinished A Cartload of
Clay. In this first book, David chronicles his early life in a Melbourne suburb, growing up
in the shadow of his older brother Jack. Jack is presented as an Australian archetype, a
standard which David believes he can never reach. The narrative highlights the changing
nature of Australian society, and relates David’s rise to power through his career as a writer
and the financial success that brings. At the same time, it records the tragedy of Jack’s life.
He is plagued by a pelvis injury that keeps him from fighting in the Second World War and
fulfilling his destiny as the Anzac Legend. David, meanwhile, marries Helen Midgley, a
woman who is imbued with American characteristics and appears superior to his own
family. Together they move to a suburb which, according to this reading, is distinctly
American. He discovers, however, that his new life lacks substance. In his career as a
journalist, David is sent to Papua New Guinea as a war correspondent for the newspaper.
The experience is meant to build his curriculum vitae and prepare him to be a senior editor.
It also makes David a hero in his brother’s eyes, and Jack begins to live vicariously though
him. The end of the novel shows David betraying his wife and brother to be with Cressida
Morley, the supposed love of his life. The second and third books in the trilogy are, for the
most part, outside the scope of this thesis.
The final novel, Underground, is narrated by Leo James, who happens to be the
older brother of the Prime Minister of a future Australia, Bernard James. Leo’s tale
describes a horrifying series of events that occur over several days in his life, while
weaving in the history of an Australia that seems to have gone mad. In the novel, Leo is
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abducted from a failed Queensland resort by terrorists, who look and act like typical AngloAustralians. He is subsequently rescued by the Australian Federal Police, but then captured
again by the Oz Underground. Through these trials, Leo learns that Bernard has allowed
America to covertly take over the country, to feign the destruction of Canberra by a nuclear
bomb, and then use it as the capital city of a new world order. The conclusion of the novel
shows Leo as Bernard’s prisoner in Parliament House, awaiting execution. The novel
represents his final memoirs.
The Context of the Novels
Robbery Under Arms was first published in serial form in the Sydney Mail in the
1880s. The setting of the novel, however, is the 1850s, during Australia’s Gold Rush. This
was a time period when Australia was seeing massive social change, which was due, in
part, to America’s influence.

There was an explosion of population and the very

foundations of this once settler society seemed to be breaking apart as the influx of
immigrants brought with it rapid changes to the landscape and city life. There were fears
that Australia was becoming Americanised and losing its British heritage, which created
intense reactions among segments of Australia’s population. America was perceived as a
place that bred overexcitement, which in turn threw the social order into chaos. Thus the
anti-American sentiment in Robbery Under Arms is framed in the language of disruption
and the value of British social order and domesticity. The negative light cast upon America
is partly seen through the lens of biblical allusions and the religious ideals to which
contemporaries subscribed, as America is depicted as a seductive anti-Eden. Ultimately,
the novel portrays a British-style Australian settler society as being much more desirable
than the kind of society that was commonly attributed to America.
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My Brother Jack was first published in 1964, but the novel’s action begins at the
close of World War One and then progresses into World War Two. This was a period of
time in which American cultural forms were coming to Australia en masse, influencing
Australian society. The nature of work was changing and the Great Depression—which
was often blamed on America—demolished traditional notions of the working man.
Finally, it was a time when it became clear that Great Britain’s empire no longer had the
kind of power and glory it once evoked. Instead, American power and influence was
rapidly overtaking the once mighty empire. In consequence, anti-American sentiment in
My Brother Jack can be seen in the symbolism of decline and decay, and in the personal
struggle of the narrator to negotiate an identity that resonates with his Australian roots and
yet meets the needs of the new world that is dawning. Such a conclusion is confirmed by
Mosler and Catley who argue: “Since World War II, anti-Americanism has had its
historical roots in the social democratic-nationalist critique of America, but it also has
older, deeper, and broader historical sources, running back into the Nineteenth Century. It
has always been intertwined with the question of an Australian national identity” (108).
Thus, in his search for identity, David turns to a set of values that, according to this reading,
reflect America’s growing influence in Australia, but which eventually leave him feeling
unfulfilled.

While the novel concludes with a sense of acceptance that Australia is

changing irrevocably, the realisation is extremely painful for its narrator, and, like Robbery
Under Arms, leaves the reader with the impression that an older Australia would be a better
alternative to the new American-inspired society that appears to be rapidly taking over.
Underground was published in 2006, and while it is set in the year 2011 or
thereabouts, it traces its history back to the Prime Ministership of John Howard and the
terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001. The perception of this time period was that
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America’s influence on Australia was predominantly political rather than social. John
Howard’s government, critics argued, was uncritically and unconditionally supporting the
United States in its War on Terror, while at the same time adopting US foreign policy at
home.

For many critics this caused Australia to become involved in a war whose

justification became increasingly suspect and further caused Australia to lose credibility on
the world’s stage. Critics claimed likewise that Australian leaders used the terrorist attacks
of September 11th, 2001 to create hysteria over the influx of immigrants coming to
Australia from Middle Eastern countries, and to alienate those who had already been
permanently settled in Australia. In Underground, anti-American sentiment is expressed in
satiric terms. John Howard, who was often portrayed as a smaller version of George W.
Bush—as Bush’s “little brother”—is parodied through the character of Bernard James,
who, according to Leo’s portrayal of him, suffers from feelings of insecurity because of his
own status as the narrator’s “little brother.” In an exaggeration of the political climate
under John Howard, it appears as if Bernard has handed total control of Australia to
America. While the narrator, Leo James, is initially presented as a “repulsive” character,
the novel suggests ironically that even he—whose character is depicted as being grounded
in an older Australia—would be a far better leader for the country than his brother. This
portrayal confirms Mosler and Catley’s assertion that, “Anti-Americanism in the 1990s . . .
is a generalized fear by Australians about the possibility of the detribalisation of an
Australian society, to be replaced by an American-Australian hybrid identity” (111-112).
Another way that anti-American sentiment is expressed in all of the novels is
actually through a criticism of Australia’s “she’ll be right” attitude. In Robbery Under
Arms, Jim often assumes that Dick will change his mind and go back to honest work. Jim
is given several opportunities to assert his will, to try to change the outcome of his life, and
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live as an honest person. Instead of taking action to secure his destiny, he allows “luck” to
guide his life, which is read as an assumption that things will turn out right on their own.
Dick shows his readers, however, that this attitude leads to Jim’s demise. Likewise, in My
Brother Jack, David is given an opportunity to save Jack, but he too assumes that Jack’s
problems will take care of themselves. David discovers too late that had he acted when he
had a chance, he could have saved Jack from the crushing defeat that befalls him.
Underground, by contrast, does not use a single experience to convey the criticism of
Australia’s “she’ll be right” attitude. Instead, it comes through in the actions of the country
as a whole. In the narrative, Australian citizens trust the media and the government despite
the fact that the stories they are told lack credible evidence. The only ones taking action are
the Oz Underground, but they are being killed. Thus the future the novel presents comes
about because “lazy old Australia” never acted to stop the changes to Australian society
that were taking place under John Howard in the Post-September 11th world. One could,
therefore, read all of the novels as an incitement for Australians to abandon the easy-going
attitude associated with Australian identity and to instead act to save the country from
America’s influence before it is too late.
Consistent with this criticism, each of the novels suggests that those being
influenced played a part in their destinies.

In Robbery Under Arms, Dick seems to

exaggerate Jim’s perceived innocence. The newspapers, the squatters, his mother and
sister, and even Kate Morrison, the evil woman, who, in part, is responsible for Jim’s death,
do not hold Jim accountable for his behaviour. They all believe him to be completely
innocent, another victim of the Marston gang. Yet Dick shows his readers that Jim had
several opportunities to end his life of crime—including one that was endorsed by Dick—
and yet he refused to leave the gang. Thus Jim appears to be an active party to his death.
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Likewise, shortly after David’s change of heart in My Brother Jack, he admits that he
wanted the life he built for himself. He feels enslaved by his possessions and his marriage
to Helen, but he cannot deny that his life was not forced upon him. Instead he confesses
that he actively pursued it. David tells his readers that he mortgaged his future to have the
life that, after a colleague challenges his new identity, makes him feel so desperately
trapped.

For Leo in Underground, the criticism is based on Australia’s historical

relationship with America and its enthusiasm for the American alliance and America’s
protection, going back to World War Two. He does, however, exemplify Australia’s
willingness to surrender control to the United States by citing the example of formerPresident George W. Bush’s 2003 visit to Canberra. For the characters in Leo’s narrative,
it was this event—the accommodating nature of Australian government—that inspired the
Americans to use Canberra as the capital of their “new world order.” Just as Jim and David
were partly responsible for their fates, Underground implies that, to a degree, Australia is to
blame for America’s influence.
As previously mentioned, each of the novels implies that the way forward, the way
to make Australia a better place, is a return to the past: to a more “traditional” Australian
identity. However, the implied “traditional” identity is different in each novel, revealing
that this identity is a constructed ideal. It is neither constant nor consistent. In Robbery
Under Arms, the promoted identity is that of the squatter, station hand and free-settler, and
while it has distinctly British connotations, it presents itself as uniquely Australian in that
those who set about their work with diligence and persistence can achieve great financial
success. Australia is the new Eden. In contrast, those who have come to Australia in
search for gold are presented as a disruption to “traditional” Australian society and its
emerging identity.
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Conversely, My Brother Jack accepts the gold miner, along with the noble
bushman, as having had a positive impact on Australia’s “traditional” identity, which is
embodied in David’s brother Jack. He does, however, also embody several other identities,
some of which might seem foreign and unacceptable to Rolf Boldrewood: the ANZAC, the
larrikin, the anti-authoritarian, the industrial working man, and the sexually competent.
My Brother Jack also shows the way in which the myth of a national identity is often
constructed around ideals that do not match the realities of a society.

This happens

because, as Russel Ward argues, the myth of Australia’s identity is constructed upon
characteristics (i.e., the outback) that make it different from Europe, rather than similar.
Such an identity, however, excludes a majority of Australian’s citizens (R. Ward 305-307),
as exemplified by David’s struggle to find an identity. He is as much an Australian as his
older brother Jack—whose character is an exaggeration of the myth—and yet the text gives
the impression that he is not, because he cannot live up to the standard set by Jack.
In Underground, there are allusions to the identities proffered in Robbery Under
Arms and My Brother Jack, including the imagery of the outback and the constellation of
the Southern Cross. In contrast to the other novels, however, Underground embraces an
Australian identity inclusive of modern multicultural ideals and stresses the
interdependence of Aboriginal Australians in Australia’s history and identity. The novel
presents a “traditional” Australian identity, in part, as one that existed prior to the 1990s,
but also with the qualities of a pre-World War Two Australia that was perceived to be more
independent of the United States. Thus, an examination of the three of these novels
together reveals that Australia’s “traditional” identity appears to be fluid, and, for these
novels, stresses qualities that seem most at odds with the changing nature of contemporary
Australia due to America’s influence. The construction of such an identity is often based
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on an uncritical and nostalgic view of Australia’s past. While this thesis recognises such
constructions for their importance in representing contemporary feelings and drawing out
the anti-American sentiment, it does not subscribe to a belief that such constructions are an
accurate representation of Australia’s history.
As previously noted, each of the three novels examined represents a departure from
the author’s typical writing style. Brissenden confirms “that Robbery Under Arms stands
outside the general body of [Boldrewood’s] novels as a whole. . . . it is distinct from the
others” and the one for which his is mainly known (3, 17). The difference, as Rosenberg
argues, is that Robbery Under Arms “presents a uniquely and intrinsically Australian
personality drawn from the outback, a created character, however the narrator may judge
him, who accurately reflects the Australian bush temperament of his day” (“Rolf
Boldrewood” 156). Rosenberg’s comparative analysis of Robbery Under Arms with Mark
Twain’s Huckleberry Finn suggest its importance as one of the first Australian novels to
adopt the Australian colloquial style. Thus it seems that with Robbery Under Arms,
Boldrewood wanted to create something uniquely Australian.

My Brother Jack is

considered by Kinnane to be “a quite atypical novel for Johnston . . . the pinnacle of his
literary achievement” (George x). He reveals that “Unlike [Johnston’s] previous books,
[My Brother Jack] was written slowly and with great care” (Kinnane George 216-217),
which could indicate that this novel had a special importance for Johnston. With the
publication of Underground, McGahan entered a new genre: the dystopic novel. The novel
was unlike his previous works which had been classified as “grunge, crime, and the Gothic
family saga” (Goldsworthy 8). McGahan himself described it as “the most directly political
of anything I’ve written:” a reaction to the climate in Australia, which he saw as “dark and
ugly, socially and politically” (qtd. in Lloyd). Elsewhere he writes: “this no longer seems
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the time to be polite or indirect in fiction . . . It’s time to confront the danger of what’s
going on here . . . this time around I was really in the mood for something fast, fun and
blackly farcical” (McGahan “On Writing” 2). While only McGahan explicitly affirms that
the divergence from his usual writing style is a reaction to the contemporary social and
political climate, this thesis argues that the departures in My Brother Jack and Robbery
Under Arms are also evidence of a reaction to contemporary events.
One might also note other similarities in the novels. All of them represent the
relationship between brothers, highlighting masculine ideals while giving the female
characters only minor roles. Likewise the three novels were written by men, white men,
and the topic of race is only explicitly addressed in McGahan’s Underground. There it is
discussed in terms of stereotypes that intensified after the terrorist attacks of September
11th, 2001.

While a discussion of these topics might be extremely interesting and

informative, they are outside the scope of this thesis. The divisions being examined in this
thesis do not run along gender or racial lines. Instead, they are drawn around the perceived
characteristics of two nations, Australia and the United States of America, and the impact
that America’s influence has had on Australia as reflected in some of its literature. Thus, in
order to maintain a focused argument, such discussions are left to scholars whose interests
and experience lie in those areas.
A Brief Review of the Literature
Robbery Under Arms has been and continues to be a very popular novel, which,
according to Ken Goodwin is “probably the best of the bushranger novels” (4), and
therefore there is extensive scholarship on the work. Paul Eggert, Elizabeth Webby and
R.B. Walker discuss the significance of historical events that impacted the popularity of the
novel, including the cycles of its bibliographic life. Clive Hamer examines the novel in the
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context of Boldrewood’s other works and briefly considers how the author’s life affected
Boldrewood’s writing. Geoff Dowsley praises the novel for its readability, but is highly
critical of its many inconsistencies. The moral implications of the novel are discussed in
the context of the contemporary narrative style by Graeme Turner. Ken Stewart, Shirley
Walker, and Fiona Giles all touch on the novel in the greater context of Australian literature
as a whole, while H.M. Green gives it a little more attention, discussing its moral and
historical qualities.

The connection between Rolf Boldrewood and Mark Twain is

introduced by Frank Sargeson—who also criticises the novel’s moralising—and an indepth comparative analysis of the works of the two authors is taken up by Jerome
Rosenberg. In other articles, Rosenberg discusses the cultural history and symbolism in the
novel. John Docker examines the novel in the context of post-modernism and cultural
history, and illuminates the feminist critique of the Australian legend of the 1890s.
However, the perceptions of America in the novel, explored against the background of
America’s historical significance in Australia, have largely been ignored. This thesis seeks
to remedy this oversight.
As a popular Australian novel, My Brother Jack has been examined by numerous
critics. Geoffrey Thurley in 1974 was among the first to recognise the literary merit of the
novel, calling it an “Australian masterpiece” in the tradition of The Great Gatsby, Great
Expectations and Don Quixote (65-66). Unlike critics who came afterwards, Thurley reads
the novel as the story of David’s success rather than one of failure, arguing that the
bitterness of Jack’s failure is meant to highlight the sweetness of David’s success. While it
is certainly a unique reading of the novel, it does seem to ignore David’s sense of loss and
lack of belonging, particularly at the end of the novel. Heseltine confirms the book’s status
as a “classic” and “one of the major fictional achievements of the period” (242). Kinnane
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explores the novel as a reflection of Johnston’s life and comes to the conclusion that while
Johnston drew heavily on his own experiences, the novel was constructed for a purpose:
“that David Meredith should emerge as a debased version of the author himself” (“The
Reconstruction” 438). Colmer and Eagle likewise examine the biographical elements in
My Brother Jack, drawing out the ideological conflicts that arise from the myth of
Australian identity. Scheckter, too, draws on Johnston’s life to discuss the way in which
“distortions” in the actual events of Johnston’s life are used to suggest a more basic truth.
A. E. Goodwin—along with Kinnane, Colmer and Scheckter—views the novel as
Johnston’s attempt at self-examination, and a representation of his search for freedom.
Brotherson, Eagle, Mares, and Rutherford all highlight Jack’s character as the epitome of a
national myth, “a cliché,” (85; 39; “A Review” 54; 113) and at the same time emphasise the
self-loathing nature of the narrator. While Rutherford draws on notions of masculinity
embedded in that national myth, Eagle and Brotherson examine the love/hate relationship
that the narrator has with Australia. O’Reilly reads the work as a criticism of Australia’s
suburban culture (Between 132). Hergenhan explores the novel in the context of other
post-1960s fiction, and points out the ironic reversal of the position of the two brothers.
She and Kiernan argue that Jack, as an “older, more authentic” ideal, is being rapidly
replaced by David, who represents “the new” (249; 281). Hergenhan does not mention
what “the new” is, but Kiernan suggests that it is related to “the seductive opportunities and
consumer satisfactions of a postwar Australia” (281). This thesis, however, seeks to show
that “the new” is a representation of America’s growing influence in Australia, a question
that has largely been ignored by these critics.
As a relatively recent novel, little has been written about Underground.
Goldsworthy, Luebke and Vernon have written general reviews of the work. O’Reilly has
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examined the novel as one of three that deal with the effects of terrorism on Australian
literature (“Government”). Likewise, Carr, Webb, and Bennett use the novel, along with
others, as an example of the change that has taken place in Australian literature after
September 11th, 2001, pointing to a perceived view that Australia is losing its sense of
security. Smith discusses the significance of Australia’s fascination with the idea of the
destruction of its capital city, and highlights the emphasis on Canberra’s unimportance to
Australians in Underground. The question of America has been lightly touched upon, but
considering the novel’s significance as an imaginative response to contemporary Australia
and its continued popularity—which suggests its impact in Australia—a more thorough
discussion is justified.
Another America?
In the preface to the book Pacific Orbit: Australian-American Relations Since 1942,
which contains a series of essays by various scholars, Australian Prime Minister J. G.
Gorton writes:
I see our friendship with America as a perfectly natural thing. It is natural
because the pioneers of both countries came from Britain, from the same
Anglo-Saxon stock, and built independent nations based on the inherited
principles of democracy and the rule of law.
It is also inevitable because we are Pacific nations with a common
interest in the region and a common purpose in the global community of
nations which cannot be divided arbitrarily by the hemispheres and the
oceans, or the colours, creeds and politics of the people who belong to it.
We acknowledge that our own security rests heavily on an American
presence in this part of the world, and we aim to pull our weight, according
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to our strength and resources so that the partnership is never one-sided. (viiviii)
It is a sentiment that is reflected in the same preface by American president Lyndon B.
Johnson, when he writes:
The friendship between our two countries rests, I believe, upon the many
things we have in common.

Our countries are both young and richly

endowed with natural resources. Our political systems are both free and
democratic. We are both melting pots, with peoples drawn from many
lands. We have both attained a standard of living undreamed of when our
nations were founded. We share a distinctive historical background: the
pioneering of vast open spaces and the hard task of hammering out a federal
union.
As a result of these similarities in national experience, we are today
the same kind of people—self-reliant but neighbourly, idealistic but
pragmatic, peaceful but always ready to stand up for what is right. Most of
all, our peoples share the conviction that the future will be better than the
present, and that we have an obligation to make it so.
Since the Battle of the Coral Sea, our partnership has grown into a
vital force for peace, progress and freedom in the Pacific. One of the major
aims of my administration has been to strengthen it still further. (ix)
The intertwining destinies and similarities between Australia and America that are
expressed by these two leaders have, throughout Australia’s history, caused many to see
Australia as a new and emerging version of America.

For example, in 1802, John

Pinkerton wrote in his book Modern Geography that New South Wales would “in the
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course of a few centuries present as it were another America” (qtd. in Frost 256). Likewise,
William Charles Wentworth in his book published in 1819, the Statistical, Historical and
Political Description of New South Wales, suggested that Australia should look to the
United States as an example of what it should become (qtd. in Bartlett 80-83), while in
1831 two newspapers, the Australian and the Colonist, described the first Australian colony
as “the America of the South” (qtd. in Bell and Bell 18, 20). More than one-hundred years
later, Billy Hughes, the seventh Prime Minister of Australia, “commented to a gathering of
Americans in 1938: ‘What we are, you were; and what you are, we hope to be’” (qtd. in
Bell and Bell 59). Even in recent times, many Australian citizens tend to view the United
States “as a larger and more powerful version of” Australia (Langmore 38). There is a fear,
however, that if Australia continues to emulate the United States, it will become nothing
more than an American satellite, or, as Australian political writer Denis Altman and others
have put it, America’s “51st State.”
America’s Destiny and Australian Reactions
Part of the reason for this fear is the perception, throughout history, that Americans
believe that it is their destiny to make the rest of the world like America. Such an idea is
articulated by Herman Melville, the author of Moby-Dick, when he writes,
And we Americans are the peculiar, chosen people—the Israel of our time;
we bear the ark of the liberties of the world. . . God has predestined,
mankind expects, great things from our race . . . the political Messiah had
come . . . national selfishness is unbounded philanthropy; for we can not do
a good to America but we give alms to the world. (qtd. in Langmore 40)
President Roosevelt likewise believed that, “Americanizing the world was . . . America’s
destiny” (qtd. in Bartlett 177), while Woodrow Wilson claimed that:
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American values—individualism, the rule of law, a free economy,
representative and responsible government—apply universally and are
universally desired, and . . . it would be morally irresponsible for the United
States to fail to do what it can, consistent with its own interests, to promote
these values in the world. (qtd. in Brown 180)
President Truman took the concept one step further when he said, “The whole world should
adopt the American system . . . The American system can survive in America only if it
becomes a world system” (qtd. in Bell and Bell 112). The ideal of “manifest destiny”—the
belief that Americans have a right and a duty to spread their values and brand of democracy
around the world—led President George H.W. Bush to talk of a “‘new world order’ after
the collapse of the Soviet Union” (Langmore 41).
Matthews calls this concept “Americanisation” and defines it as “carrying
democracy to all peoples, first within the boundaries of America and second to all the
peoples without the boundaries of America, in order that the world may have a great
industrial educational, economic and political freedom” (16). Some Australians, however,
recognise that, as the following brief history will show, America’s motives are generally
not altruistic. For example, according to Owen Harries—former advisor to Prime Minister
Malcolm Fraser—Americans hold a belief in a “divinely ordained mission; in an insistence
on the US’s right to apply double standards in its own favour and reject ‘moral
equivalence’; in the claim to the indispensability of US participation in all matters” (qtd. in
Langmore 37).

The above quotations confirm this criticism because those American

politicians and prominent citizens have admitted that they want the United States to be the
leader of a new world that is based on its system of government and its values only when
America can reap the benefits. The perception that America is out to change the world is
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often interpreted by some critics as the cause for Australia, as a country, to fear for the loss
of its identity.
The Historical Relationship: the Beginnings
It is worth noting here, as a background to America’s involvement in Australia
during each of the aforementioned pressure points, that Americans have been a crucial part
of Australia’s past from its earliest colonial history.

For example, there were three

Americans on Captain Cook’s famous exploratory voyage in 1768—some of the first
Westerners to set foot in Australia—and the establishment of the colonies in Australia in
1788 was due, in part, to America’s independence from Great Britain.

After British

settlement in Australia, American traders looking for profits were eager to supply the
colonies with alcohol and other basic necessities, which helped to sustain the colonies by
relieving the colonists’ fear of starvation (Bartlett 8, 17, 24, 25). Trade in the alcohol that
was supplied by Americans offered officers and other officials “the promise of wealth [and]
sufficient incentive to turn a creaking official institution into a functioning economic
organism. At the same time, energetic and ambitious convicts found a means to lift
themselves out of the proletarian swamp that engulfed them” (Bartlett 25). Soon after the
colonies were established, the prevalence of Americans increased in Australia as early
sealers and whalers found it a profitable hunting ground (Bartlett 37).
There were, however, objections to the presence of the Americans. It was said that
American traders deprived the British adventurers of employment, reduced their profits,
violated the East India Company’s charter, and helped convicts escape (Greenwood 71).
Philip Gidley King, the governor of New South Wales from 1800-1806, expressed a
resentment of Americans, saying that if the flow of American vessels was not checked,
“any benefit this colony may possess would become the property of the Americans at the
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expense of England” (qtd. in Greenwood 69). He complained to London that the livelihood
of over one-hundred colonial men was being threatened by US traders (Aitchison The
Americans 26).

Colonial sealers also protested against the Americans whose unruly

behaviour interfered with the conduct of their business.

Americans were accused of

inducing some men to quit their employer’s service while waylaying others to drive away
Sydney sealers (Greenwood 85-86).

The Americans, who were unwilling to share the

profits gained by sealing (Aitchison The Americans 28), were portrayed by King as “bad
characters,” from whose “abuses and irregularities” Australians needed protection (qtd. in
Greenwood 86). Hostilities continued on the part of certain Australians because Americans
were sometimes given preference over Australian producers and because the British
favoured American tobacco growers—a policy referred to as “Yankeeism” (Greenwood
144-154). America’s presence in Australia waned because of the War of 1812 (Greenwood
115-116) and the decline of the whaling and sealing industries which began around 1833
(Aitchison The Americans 33), but the discovery of gold on the Australasian continent in
1851 renewed America’s interest in Australia.
Americans had a profound impact on Australia during the Gold Rush—the details
of which are discussed in the chapter on Robbery Under Arms—and American influence
would continue in Australia long afterwards. For example, the 1860s Selection Acts were
based on the American Homestead Act passed in 1862. Likewise, in preparation for
federation, Australia’s Commonwealth Constitution seemed an American, rather than a
British document (Bartlett 151, 175) and “American experience was scrutinised with regard
to such important questions as constitutional amendment clauses, decentralisation of
government, creation of administrative areas, and composition of an upper house” (Bell and
Bell 22). Sir John Cockburn, one of the architects of the Australian Constitution, told an
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American audience in 1899 that Australia followed the example of the United States
Constitution because the issues facing Australia were almost identical to those facing
America (Bell and Bell 22). Nevertheless, there was opposition to the importance placed
on the American model. During the Convention of 1897-1898, one delegate came to the
conclusion that, “If the Constitution of the United States had been burned before the
Convention met we should have done more practical work, and we should probably have
evolved a Constitution quite as suitable, if not more suitable to the people we represent”
(qtd. in Cowen 192). Likewise, approximately thirty years after federation, Australian
lawyer and judge, Sir Owen Dixon wrote that the contemplation of the American
constitution by the framers of the Australian constitution “damped the smouldering fires of
their originality” (qtd. in Cowen 192).
America’s influence had an indirect impact on the process as well. With its new
constitution, women in Australia gained the right to vote—nineteen years before women in
the United States; however, in their struggle to secure this right, Australian activists and
reformers often used American examples and arguments, and distributed American
pamphlets or other literature often without modification (Bell and Bell 37; Newman 67). In
spite of this early victory, women in Australia did not get more involved in public affairs or
politics, while, in contrast, women in America seemed to, again, set an example by entering
into professional and political lives (Newman 67). In addition to the women’s suffrage
movement, American lecturers also encouraged and invigorated the temperance movement
in Australia (Bartlett 97).
There were, however, reasons for Australians to be wary of American influence.
For example, in the midst of the Industrial Revolution:
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the US had become the symbol of exploitation under unrestrained
capitalism. For many Australian trade union leaders and labour politicians
America represented a system of class relations that must not be repeated in
their new nation.

The widening inequalities of wealth and power that

characterised the ‘Gilded Age’, and the periodic reports of police violence
against striking American workers, were constant debating themes in
Australia’s new Parliament.

‘Surely,’ William Morris Hughes asked

Parliament in 1903, ‘we are not asked to imitate America, a country which is
seething with industrial strife, and where the police are called out to shoot
down men who are fighting for their rights?’ Hughes portrayed America as
‘a creation of yesterday’, where ‘extraordinary divisions’ of wealth had
betrayed democratic promise.’ (Bell and Bell 34)
This view of America seems to be in stark contrast to perceptions of Australia. According
to Megalogenis, Australia was founded with an egalitarian philosophy; it “was built for
blokes” (20). In other words, it is supposed to be a country for average people, where
everyone is treated fairly and has a voice; it is “a place where, ahead of anywhere else in
the world, a woman could vote and social security would underpin the basic wage. It was a
place built on the ethos of the ‘fair go’” (Kalantzis 6). As Bartlett writes, Australia was
founded without rigid class distinctions or social barriers based on hereditary wealth, so
that anyone who works hard and is shrewd with money could make a good living (158).
Mark Twain describes Australia as “a workingman’s paradise,”2 because of a belief that it
was founded without peasantry (McQueen 16; Watson 5). Thus it seemed that America’s
influence in Australia could be a threat to its emerging identity.
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In spite of this perceived threat, King O’Malley—an American who claimed to have
been born in Canada—was elected to Australia’s first Federal Parliament in 1901
(“Members”). According to Mosler and Catley, O’Malley “was almost a caricature of
Yankee stereotypical behavior. He was larger than life, garrulous, and a curious mixture of
huckster, visionary, and in the American vernacular, just plain ‘screwball’” (11, 21).3 He
was also, however, a force for progress in Australia. In 1910, O’Malley was selected to be
the Minister for Home Affairs and in 1911, under his leadership his “dream for the building
of a federal capital city for Australia similar to Washington was resurrected” (Aitchison
Thanks 37). O’Malley launched an international competition for the design of Canberra,
and was himself the adjudicator (Aitchison The Americans 83).

The winner of the

competition was Walter Burley Griffin, an American architect who had worked with Frank
Lloyd Wright (Altman 25), and in 1913 O’Malley along with the Lord Denman, the
Governor General, and Andrew Fisher, the Prime Minister laid the foundation stones for
Canberra. As Aitchison explains, “Considering Australia’s history it was significant that an
American joined the British Governor-General and the Australian Prime Minister in the
ceremony” (Thanks 85). One might therefore consider Canberra in terms of the symbolic
significance that American influence had in Australia:4 an idea that is played upon in
McGahan’s novel Underground.
World Wars One and Two
America’s influence continued in Australia in the years leading up to World War
One and through to World War Two. This time period will be discussed in greater detail in
the chapter on My Brother Jack. One of the key characteristics of this period was the
feeling that Great Britain’s power was waning. As a result, Australian leaders turned to
America for protection. In 1908 and again in 1925, in a demonstration of power, America
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sent its naval fleet to Australia. While this was reassuring to Australians, Admiral Sperry,
the commander, was careful with his words and did not make any promises that America’s
Navy would protect Australia from the threat from Japan (Bartlett 202-203). In an echo of
this sentiment, “President Roosevelt told Richard Casey [Australia’s Governor-General] in
1941 ‘that, while the USA would go to the defence of Canada if it were attacked, Australia
and New Zealand were so far away that they should not count on American help’” (qtd. in
Langmore 79-80). America had not yet entered World War Two and its stance was that it
would remain neutral if war broke out between Japan and Britain over Australia (Bartlett
202-203).
When America did get involved in the fighting, America’s leaders had a tendency to
overlook Australia. For example, in the Washington Naval Conference of 1922, twentyone years after federation, Australia was not recognised as an independent nation and was
only allowed to participate as a Dominion of the British Empire (Mosler and Catley 23-24).
Likewise, when planning strategies for World War Two, Britain was considered America’s
primary ally, rather than the Commonwealth as a whole and after the institution of the
policy to defeat Germany first, Australia’s protests to both London and Washington were
unanswered (Bell and Bell 91, 90).

Prime Minister Curtin expressed his concern to

President Roosevelt saying, “we had no voice in the decisions” (Bell and Bell 93). While
there were logical reasons behind both of these incidents—the Naval Conference of 1922,
for example, was made up of the Nine Powers, countries that had the largest navies—the
fact that scholars are discussing them years later does tend to indicate resentment on the
part of some segments of the Australian population. This resentment, whether it seems
justified or not, is what is most important in this thesis.
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The Cold War: Korea and Vietnam
The feeling that Australia needed America’s protection persisted during the Cold
War when the “Australian people became aware that their survival as a free people
depended upon Washington not London.

The millions of American serviceman who

passed through Australia or were stationed here were a tangible demonstration of
America’s direct involvement in the defence of Australia” (Bartlett 233). This led Arthur
Calwell, leader of the Australian Labor Party to proclaim: “We want the American
presence, strong and powerful, in Asia and the Pacific. We want it because Australia needs
it until all nations are prepared to disarm” (qtd. in Bartlett 227). Similarly, Prime Minister
Sir Robert Menzies uncompromisingly endorsed a relationship with the United States when
he said that, “Australia must not disagree publicly with the US . . . and Australia’s defence
forces must be geared to fight alongside those of its great and powerful friends” (qtd. in
Bell and Bell 139). Menzies added further that Australia’s “doctrine at a time of crisis
should be ‘Great Britain and the United States right or wrong’” (Bell and Bell 139). The
desire for a powerful ally in the Pacific led to the Australia, New Zealand and United States
or ANZUS Treaty of 1951, which some saw as a formal expression of Australia’s need for
America’s protection (Langmore 80). It was in this spirit that Australia joined America in
the Korean War with the belief that, according to External Affairs Minister, Percy Spender,
“any additional aid we can give the US now, small though it may be, will repay us in the
future one hundred fold” (qtd. in Bell and Bell 140).
During this same time period, another demonstration of Australia’s acquiescence to
the United States was the building of several American military installations, which as
Altman argues, seems to many a gesture that would increase Australia’s risk of being
attacked, rather than assuring its safety (Altman 5-6). As an example, in 1955 Australia
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agreed to an American and Australian defence-intelligence base near Alice Springs and
Uluru (Ayers Rock) (Bell and Bell 146). Pine Gap, as it is called, “is probably the most
important US installation in Australia [which is used] to ‘spy on one half of the world’s
population,’ but the contents of the treaty [that established the base] . . . ‘have never been
released to the public and Australian parliamentarians are barred from reading it’” (E. Paul
20-21). Recently, the Defence Legislation (Miscellaneous Amendments) Bill 2008 made
changes to the Defence Act 1903, which reclassified Pine Gap and made it illegal for
citizens to protest at the facility (Commonwealth). In addition to the Pine Gap facility,
America has a joint facility at the Woomera rocket range which is used to track rockets and
satellites in the upper-atmosphere. Bell and Bell argue that these and other bases pose a
great security risk to Australia, as former Soviet officials have admitted that, in the event of
a nuclear strike, they were “high priority” targets (146-148).

However, in spite of

Australia’s unwavering support of America, it became clear that America would not be
returning that support. In 1956, while Australian and British forces intervened to take back
control of the Suez Canal, America, rather than supporting Australia, openly opposed the
military action (Bartlett 226).
Prime Minister Holt is often criticised for endorsing the slogan “All the way with
LBJ,” which “established precedents that drew the two nations into the escalating conflict
with Vietnam” (Bell and Bell 158, 144). The Vietnam War also saw Australia change its
policies to align with America’s. Bell and Bell argue that the Defence Act of 1905
specifies that only volunteers in Australia’s military would be sent overseas in wartime.
The policy changed slightly during World War Two, so that technically conscripted
soldiers could be sent anywhere in the Pacific Theatre, but in practice conscripts only
served in Australia and New Guinea, its major territory. However, because of its allegiance
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to America in the Vietnam War, Australia changed the practice and in 1967 many of the
8000 troops pledged to fight in Vietnam were conscripts. In a manifestation of the growing
anti-American sentiment in Australia, in 1972 Prime Minister Gough Whitlam withdrew
Australian troops from Vietnam (Bell and Bell 99, 100, 146, 187).

This move was

suggestive of a negative attitude toward America because, as Altman explains, one of the
primary concerns expressed through the anti-war movement was that Australia was turning
into a colony of America (5). There were, of course, protests against the Vietnam War in
America as well. The crux of these examples, however, is to demonstrate that America did
have an impact on Australian governmental policy, and that there was a negative reaction to
this policy, which emerged among some segments of the population as anti-American
sentiment.
After the Cold War
In 1989, “Pentagon-inspired press reports . . . revealed that in the event of conflict
between Australia and Indonesia, the US would either remain neutral or support Indonesia.”
When asked to comment, Kim Beasley, Australia’s Defence Minister, and Dan Quayle,
America’s vice president agreed that America would pursue “diplomatic initiatives” in such
an event (Bell and Bell 153). A decade later, in 1999, Prime Minister John Howard tried to
get American involvement in East Timor to help maintain peace before an election, but Bill
Clinton ignored the request and Australia had to keep the peace on its own, because, as
Megalogenis argues, America did not have any interests in East Timor (254-255).
Australia had gone to war with America in Korea and Vietnam, and the failure of America
to reciprocate this support is arguably one source of anti-American sentiment among critics
of America.
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The perception that Australia needs America’s protection survives, and in more
recent times, as Altman argues, most Australians accept the fact that the security of their
country depends upon the alliance with the United States (30). While, as mentioned, there
was a shift away from adopting American foreign policy for a brief period of time, “The
terrorist attacks in the United States in 2001, and the subsequent invasion of Afghanistan
and Iraq, restored the American alliance as the centrepiece of Australian foreign policy”
(Altman 30). The effects of these attacks on Australia will be more thoroughly discussed in
the chapter on Underground. Nevertheless, it is important to note here that this was another
turning point for Australia. John Howard made this clear when he said, “Australia is a
close ally of the United States. No nation is more important to our long-term security . . .
[and] the relationship between Australia and the United States will become more and not
less important” (qtd. in Garran 157-158). Under John Howard, Australia has also followed
the United States in defiance of the United Nations on several issues. It showed support for
America by voting against a resolution which would give more power to the Office of the
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, by opposing the decision of the International
Court of Justice about the Israeli wall, and by voting against resolutions on development
rights for countries, including the right to food (Langmore 78). Furthermore, David Hicks,
an Australian citizen held at Guantanamo Bay for terrorism charges, was held for five years
without having a proper trial, because, Megalogenis believes, John Howard was afraid of
offending the United States (334). In Dealing with America, John Langmore argues that
Australia’s decision, under John Howard, to participate in America’s missile defence
system was not in Australia’s best interest, as America’s reason for inviting Australia to
participate was based mainly on cost-sharing (84). The criticism of Howard is that he tried
to mimic the United States, making Australia a smaller version of it.
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Some Australian Perceptions of Americans and America
The intense reaction generated by the suggestion that Australia should become like
America is based on a plethora of negative perceptions held about America. Humphrey
McQueen, for example, author of Temper Democratic, points out that America is
sometimes viewed as a hypocritical nation writing that, “Washington preaches abroad the
virtues of a democracy that it circumscribes at home” (36); historian Simon Schama
describes Americans as, “voracious, preachy, mercenary, and bombastically chauvinistic”
(qtd. in Langmore 66). The nation is also criticised by Peter Craven, the then-editor of
Quarterly Essays, who writes, “America for all its glory and its relative benignity is also a
ghastly society, in touch with nightmares of vengeance and bloody-mindedness that little
old gradualist Australia cannot dream of or can only dream of by proxy” (qtd. in Langmore
80). In disparaging America’s foreign policy, even “the normally pro-U.S. conservative
Paddy McGuiness, in his usual pugnacious style, viewed the Americans as the ‘bully boys
of GATT [General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade]’” (Mosler and Catley 116). Langmore
further argues that as the former figurehead of the United States, “[George W.] Bush
emphasises aspects of American society about which most Australians are sceptical:
readiness to use military force, hostility to the welfare state and to sustainable development,
the role of religion in public life, gun ownership and the death penalty” (81).
In his essay “Virtual Empire” McKenzie Wark argues that “Americans dream of
being mugged, bashed, carjacked or serially killed . . . The only desires let free aren’t those
of people any more, they are the desires of money. People are hemmed in on all sides, but
money does what is pleases” (265-266). Wark admits that this is not an accurate portrayal
of America, but also says that “in the Australian nightmare rerun of the American dream” it
appears that way (265). Graeme Turner admits that America has a negative side including,
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“high levels of crime . . . [and] the discursive regimes of highly ‘media-ted’ society—those
of celebrity, [and] sensationalism . . . [which] mark the American media” (Making 100).
Don Watson in his essay “Rabbit Syndrome: Australia and America,” writes that
Americans do “too much public soul-searching and emoting, [and are] too obviously the
salesmen of the world, too inclined to do things to excess. There were certain boundaries
they seemed not to recognise” (32-33).

These critics portray negative American

stereotypes, and while those stereotypes may not be accurate, such accounts do seem to
form part of the basis for Australia’s fear of Americanisation.
Conclusion
It does appear that throughout Australia’s history some segments of Australian
society have looked to America as an example of what Australia could hope to become.
There were and continue to be, however, voices that reject such a notion. The intensity of
these voices seems to have increased during periods of time when Australia’s society was
rapidly changing. These voices are reflected in the three novels that will be examined:
Robbery Under Arms by Rolf Boldrewood, My Brother Jack by George Johnston, and
Underground by Andrew McGahan. The analysis of each of the novels will show that a
nostalgic longing for the return of an older, more “traditional” Australia is expressed,
mirroring the comments and criticisms of some Australians throughout history.
Nevertheless this “traditional” Australian identity is fluid, and has a different look in each
of the texts. For this discussion, the three novels will be examined in an historical context,
inclusive of the author, in order to explore the possible causes of the anti-American
sentiment which are drawn out through this reading. This thesis is neither attempting to
prove or disprove the validity of such sentiment, but simply to recognise that there is an
historical basis for such sentiment and that it is expressed in the novels selected.
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Notes
1. I acknowledge that the work of Barthes, Foucault, and Derrida, among others,
suggests that the intent of the author should not factor into a discussion of a text.
These assertions are based, in part, on the notion that language exists
independently of human beings, and, as well, the ideal that humanity, as we
know it, will disappear. This latter argument represents an extension of
Nietzsche’s prediction of the death of god (Burke 83). In this thesis, however, I
will adopt the position advocated by E.D. Hirsch—based on the work of speech
act theoreticians J.L. Austin, John Searle and H.P. Grice—who argues that an
author’s intention is a necessary condition of any meaningful communication
(Burke 139-140). This position is also supported by the work of Booth.
Moreover, in light of the current climate of religious tension and violence, it
could be posited that human beings have not fulfilled Nietzsche’s prediction by
evolving beyond the need for God. This aspect of the Twenty-First Century
would seem to weaken the case for the disappearance of the author. Therefore
in this thesis, authorial intention will be examined.
2. The Workingman’s Paradise is the title of a book published by William Lane in
1892. Mark Twain did not visit Australia until 1895. It is probable that Twain
borrowed the phrase from Lane, but Watson never makes mention of this fact,
and there have been no attempts to substantiate such a claim.
3. Many of the references were written by Americans and/or contain American
spellings. Those spellings, within quotations, will be accepted as correct
without any further reference to them.
4. It is true that 137 architects from all over the world submitted plans for the
design of Canberra and that there were several judges of the competition. One
could make the case, then, that it was merely a coincidence that Griffin was an
American, but this view seems a bit naïve. It would seem to deny O’Malley’s
influence in the competition, as well as the importance of America’s renown in
the world at this point. Frank Lloyd Wright had become an international
sensation and Burley Griffin had been partnered with Wright. Russell Smith in
his article, “The Literary Destruction of Canberra: Utopia, Apocalypse and the
National Capital,” confirms the symbolism for American influence that
Canberra holds in McGahan’s novel, as the city has often been described in
terms of its “American flavour” (88).
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Chapter Two
America, the Forbidden Fruit: anti-American sentiment in Robbery Under Arms

Introduction
While anti-American sentiment and questions of Americanisation in Australian
literature emerged in earnest after World War Two (Mosler and Catley 26-27), historical
research suggests that Australians have had a love-hate relationship with Americans since
the establishment of the original colonies at Botany Bay and Norfolk Island. Adverse
feelings toward citizens of the United States seemed to intensify during periods of dynamic
social change such as Australia’s gold rush. Even though they are much more veiled than
in later literary works, these anti-American attitudes did spill over into Australia’s literature
and can be found, for example, in Rolf Boldrewood’s adventure narrative Robbery Under
Arms, which is set in New South Wales and Victoria during the Gold Rush of the 1850s.
Australian conservatives of this period often feared that American values and influences
would threaten Australia’s British foundations, leading to a disruption of the order instilled
by the British establishment. This belief seemed to be based on California’s reputation for
lawlessness, due in part to the establishment of vigilance committees.1 Likewise, the Gold
Rush itself turned the British class system on its head by reversing, through sudden wealth,
the master-servant relationship that had existed for centuries. To many observers the social
system created by the Gold Rush was distinctly American. Conservatives further argued
that a pastoral life with a focus on domesticity was the only way to combat the overexcitement brought about by gold-rush society, an idea that seemed at odds with
contemporary American thought. This sentiment can be drawn out by examining Robbery
Under Arms in its historical context—examining the role Americans played in the Gold
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Rush, as well as the characteristics attributed to Americans, identifying and exploring the
contemporary conservative and religious attitudes in the text,—and by placing the author in
this historical context.
The novel is a first person narrative, which is supposed to be written from the
perspective of Dick Marston, a man who is in jail on charges of murder and has just been
sentenced to be hanged. It is a reflection on his life, the influence he has had on his
younger brother Jim, and the mistakes he has made. Likewise, it is a tale of adventure,
beginning with Dick and Jim’s experiences of helping their father with cattle and horse
stealing, and then chronicling their ultimate demise as they enter into large-scale cattle
stealing and bushranging. A portion of the novel shows Dick and his brother working on
the goldfields, and while they work as “honest men” on the diggings, one can read a
criticism of that lifestyle, through a subtle association with the activities of a bushranger.
Even though their next door neighbour, George Storefield, is seldom present in the
narrative, he might be understood to represent the life that Dick and Jim could have and
should have had. His patience, persistence and hard work are rewarded as he amasses a
fortune and becomes a respected pillar of the community. The success of his life is built
upon the ideals of agriculture and domesticity and sharply contrasts the fate of the Marston
brothers: Dick is in jail and Jim is shot and killed. As will be discussed in detail, this model
of success is also a sharp contrast to the model of success that conservative Australians of
the time period attributed to Americans. In the end, George intervenes on Dick’s behalf to
get his sentence commuted. After Dick has served twelve years in jail, George provides
him with a job on an outback station, which sees him return to his agricultural roots and
overcome the disruption that bushranging and gold mining proved to be.
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America’s Involvement in Australia and Perceptions of Americans
In order to better understand America’s impact on Australia during the Gold Rush,
it is necessary to briefly discuss the role of Australians in California’s gold rush. From
1848 to 1851, an estimated 6,000 Australians made the voyage to America (Potts and Potts
Young 2); it was cheaper and faster to get to California from Sydney than from the East
Coast of the United States (Aitchison The Americans 43). The Australian newcomers were
received with suspicion because of Australia’s reputation as a British penal colony
(Aitchison The Americans 43),2 and also because of unfounded rumours circulating that the
colonial governments were compensating convicts to emigrate to America. American
feelings in opposition to the Australians were so strong that immigration restrictions were
introduced against Australians (Aitchison The Americans 44), and postal authorities
refused to collect any mail that was going to New South Wales (Potts and Potts Young 3).
The Australian public reacted with indignation when this information surfaced (Aitchison
The Americans 44), and in 1851 resentment against America was further stirred when
Australian John Jenkins was hanged for robbery by the newly established Committee of
Vigilance. A second Australian, Joseph Windred, was also convicted for the robbery but
escaped back to Australia. A request for his extradition was denied and when another man
confessed to the crime, the Australian public’s bitter feelings toward America were
reignited (Potts and Potts Young 3). Many Australians returned home from California not
only disabused of their romantic notions about America, but also with a resentment of
Americans (Aitchison The Americans 44; Potts and Potts Young 4). Thus when Australia’s
gold rush commenced and Americans began arriving in the country, it was no surprise that
Henry Parks’ editorial in The Empire, called for “no door to be opened to receive
bloodstained wretches” (qtd. in Aitchison The Americans 44).
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Nevertheless, the events leading up to Australia’s gold rush are suggestive of the
importance of America’s contributions, which would continue throughout the period. To
begin with, the gold discoveries in 1851 which started Australia’s rush were made by Jim
Esmond in Victoria at Clunes and Edward Hammond Hargraves in New South Wales at
Lewis Ponds Creek. Both men were miners returned from California, who found the
landscapes of Australia and California to be remarkably similar, and used the skills they
had learned in America to begin prospecting (Aitchison The Americans 45). With these
gold discoveries came an influx of immigration to Australia. Its “total population trebled
from 430,000 in 1851 to 1.7 million in 1871,” (“The Australian”), and approximately 39%
of these new immigrants were “Californians”3 (Potts and Potts Young 50).

In 1853,

“Australia eclipsed California as the El Dorado . . . drawing many Americans who would
never have considered going to California” (Potts and Potts Young 34). In addition to the
population explosion, technological advances and new products were being introduced into
the country; many of these were American, often the result of California’s previous
experience with a gold rush. In order to encourage trade, the governments of the colonies
of New South Wales and Victoria gave British and American ships equal access to ports
and abolished preferential duties so that goods from America began pouring into the
country (Bartlett 125).
People from America brought with them a variety of commodities and technology,
including prefabricated houses, Oregon lumber, ring-barking, hickory-handled axes,
windmill pumps, barbed wire, methods of irrigation, stoves, canned vegetables, sewing
machines, and India-rubber clothing. Australian miners welcomed American technological
influences such as rockers, sluicing, ore crushing, belt pumps, hydraulic engineering, and
also welcomed the persistence of Americans who have been credited with the discovery of
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several of Australia’s goldfields (Potts and Potts Young 52-62).

Americans were

responsible for the establishment of fire brigades in Melbourne, raising $16,000 in a few
hours, after several fires destroyed much of the new settlement (Aitchison The Americans
51). Nonetheless, for those conservative segments of Australian society who viewed the
Gold Rush in negative terms, these advancements were further proof that America was a
driving force behind an event which they labelled the “great curse” (Goodman 170).
Not only did Americans bring their commodities and technical knowledge, which
were seen to be Americanising Australia, but also an American, George Train, was
responsible for establishing telegraph lines—built by Sam McGowan, another American
who emigrated to Australia in 1853—and a railway between Melbourne’s dock and the
city’s central business district. Additionally, the operators of the first outback trains and
coaches were Americans (Aitchison The Americans 52; Bartlett 125, 130, 132, 151; Bell
and Bell 19-20). Russel Ward, author of The Australian Legend, writes that:
From 1853 onwards lightly built American-type buggies, carts, and even
four-wheeled coaches and wagons began to rattle over up-country tracks
which had previously been considered impassable to anything but the
ponderous, two-wheeled, colonial bullock-dray. . . [and] For a time at least
American modes of dress, speech and behaviour were imitated by some of
the colonists. (162, 163)
The popularity of American innovations impacted the behaviour of some segments of the
mining population, causing them to adopt American styles. At the same time, many
visitors believed that Melbourne “with its grid-plan, style of architecture and bristling
telegraph and telephone poles, had an American look” (Bartlett 169). George Train wrote
in a letter home, “You will be surprised to see how fast this place is becoming
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Americanised” (qtd. in Aitchison The Americans 51). Even though some Australians
embraced America’s cultural influence, others felt “odd in their own city until Yankee
expressions became more familiar” (Potts and Potts Young 30).
There was another segment of Australian society that resented American influences,
“foreseeing the time when Americans would make Victoria more lawless even than
California” (Potts and Potts Young 28). The fear was founded in part on California’s
reputation and, in part, by the American practice of “Yankee justice,” which commonly
included tar, feathers, and exile for people accused of breaking the law. Rarely, it took the
form of an actual lynching (Bartlett 124). In late 1851, the Melbourne Morning Herald
wrote that Victoria would soon be another California where “robbery and murder will be
rife on every side, and Judge Lynch will take his seat among us” (qtd. in Goodman 70).
Meanwhile, William Howitt, a travelling English author, complained in his 1855
publication Two Years in Victoria that the Victorian colonists “pride themselves on fast
assuming the American type . . . and in that they are not mistaken. They go ahead in
everything except order, cleanliness, effective police, good taste and security of property”
(22). Mosler and Catley argue that Americans were regarded as materialistic and pushy,
and their trading practices with Australians assured the Americans the greatest advantage
and profit (11). According to August Baker Peirce in his memoir Knocking About: Being
Some Adventures of Augustus Baker Peirce in Australia, in their interactions with
Americans, Australians soon discovered that “smartness in business may pass over into
swindling . . . [and that] Yankees out-Heroded the Herod in these matters” (qtd. in R. Ward
163-166).
There were other negative perceptions of America’s involvement in Australia
during the 1850s. In 1852 William Peters, the British Consul in Philadelphia, wrote to
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London expressing a fear that America was plotting to annex Australia, under the influence
of “members of the Order of the Lone Star, an [American] organisation formed in the early
1850s for the purpose of extending . . . republicanism . . . throughout the world” (qtd. in
Potts and Potts Young 176). This fear resurfaced in 1853 when Sir John Crampton, the
British Minister in Washington wrote that Australia’s independence from Great Britain
through a revolution “would be an event highly acceptable to the great mass of the
American people” (qtd. in Aitchison The Americans 56). Americans also played a part in
the rebellion at the Eureka stockade in 1854, an uprising of gold diggers protesting against
the licensing tax. “The Eureka rebels,” as Goodman argues, “adopted the language of the
American revolution—they refused, they said, taxation without representation” (73). W.B.
Withers, the first historian of Eureka, claimed that “the Americans on Bakery Hill that night
[30 November] drew up a Victorian ‘Declaration of Independence’ in company with James
McGill who had formed a California revolver brigade” (qtd. in Bartlett 141). James McGill
was rumoured to be a member of the “Order of the Lone Star,” and the leader of “The
Independent California Rangers.” George Train claimed that McGill was in Australia for
the purpose of making Victoria a republic (Bartlett 141). In addition, several American
men were arrested and tried in connection with the Eureka uprising, but “[t]he American
Consulate in Melbourne successfully exerted itself to have all its nationals who had taken
up arms released before the trial” (R. Ward 163).

In the Argus a “British Citizen”

complained about partiality that the Governor displayed toward those Americans asking,
“Why is so much severity used towards the British subjects and so much clemency towards
the Americans?” He went on to suggest that their release was due to “the flatteries of a few
smooth-tongued Yankees” (qtd. in Potts and Potts Young 188). So while America could be
seen as a force for progress during Australia’s gold rush—a time in Australia’s history
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when there was massive social upheaval—it was also portrayed as a threat to the fledgling
British-styled society.
Contemporary Reactions to the Gold Rush
Contemporary conservative thinkers characterised the Americans as a passiongoverned, restless and fickle people and saw California’s lawless reputation as a
contradiction of the institutional solidity and calm that was supposed to be a part of the
fabric of a British colony (Potts and Potts Young 161).

Historian James Ward, for

example, remarked on the “higher social discipline” on Australian goldfields, which lacked
the presence of the “reckless, rollicking, devil-may-care, desperado character” found in
California (15). The Mount Alexander Mail commented that “the ‘Vigilance Committees’
in California could not be emulated on the Gold Fields of this colony without disorganising
our whole social system’” (qtd. in Goodman 70). American influence, however, was only
part of the greater threat to Australia’s social system. The very discovery of gold and
consequences of the sudden acquisition of wealth seemed a disruption to the mid-Victorian
class structure which prided itself on balance and the varying degrees of its social status.
Gold was a threat to the established hierarchy which assured that positions of governance
and dominance were appropriately held. The master-servant relationship was being turned
on its head, as strength was rewarded over cerebral talents (Goodman 41-42, 61). In 1858
the Dublin University Magazine exemplified a commonly held perception of America when
it claimed that Americans did not have “the nucleus of an organised society” (“Homes”
298). In this context, one could argue that the aforementioned disruption to the class
structure seemed to be a signal that Australia was becoming too much like America.
There were further concerns—often manifested in religious terms—about the effect
that gold would have on Australian society as a whole. In contrast to the social thought in
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America where self-interest was seen as an incentive to ultimately creating a better society,
in Australia self-interest was a vice to overcome by attributes that were perceived as nobler
and more social (Goodman 14). “The gold rushes,” as Goodman explains, “presented the
spectacle of a society made up of men pursuing wealth to the neglect of all else” (24), and
Melbourne’s Anglican Bishop Charles Perry worried that gold might cause the destruction
of social order, based on the example of contemporary California (Goodman 58). There
were three main reasons for Perry’s position against the effects of gold. First, it represented
a sudden acquisition of wealth by members of society who had no “legitimate use” or
respect for it, and it would ultimately devastate the “sobriety of mind” which was a
necessary ingredient for Christian conduct and true happiness. Basically the logic was that
those who acquired sudden wealth would not know how to use it and so would waste it by
indulging in base passions (Goodman 170). His second argument was that the acquisition
of wealth through gold seeking was an arbitrary process. There was no relation to a
person’s worth, work ethic, “integrity, good judgement and diligence” (qtd. in Goodman
58). Finally, Perry reasoned, the pursuit of gold weakened the family by taking a man
away from his domestic responsibilities, from caring for his wife and children (Goodman
59).
Perry’s arguments seemed to be a rebuttal of the perceptions held about society in
contemporary California. For example, there was a radical belief proposed in 1852 by the
Miners and Settlers Convention in California that “the gold rush was supposed to create
and support a society of equals,” which stood in opposition to British class hierarchy.
America was also characterised by social mobility and a lack of fixity; Californians praised
the “irresponsible freedom” of youth (Goodman 14, 55, 211). This idea is reinforced by the
American novelist Eliza Farnham who wrote that “the thousands of men who had come to
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California had; ‘aided throughout the world, more powerfully than any contemporary
laboring class, the growth of that republican sentiment whose rugged justice threatens the
throne and smiles upon the hovel’” (353). Another negative perception, as historian Kevin
Starr argues, was that California was “characterized by an essential selfishness and an
underlying instability, a fixation upon the quick acquisition of wealth” which he argues
were seen as American traits (65-66). Along these same lines, social historian Ralph Mann
describes the opportunities and experiences that were granted to young men by the Gold
Rush as uniquely American (1).
The contrast between conservative Victorian thought and contemporary American
thought can be highlighted further. According to Goodman,
the American historiography sees individual wealth seeking as
cultural, evidence of a ‘value’ or national ‘trait’.

This can be

contrasted with [Australian historian Geoffrey] Serle’s representative
Victorian text, which describes the greed manifested in the gold
rushes as an ‘instinct’, a natural tendency that it was the task of social
institution of higher ideals to restrain. His characteristic Australian
story is one of a struggle to overcome temptation. In the dominant
American

liberal

historigraphical

tradition,

the

competitive

individualism of the gold era does not have to be resisted, for it of
itself gives way to social and national results. (Goodman 13)
The picture that emerges from the Australian conservative position is one of American
selfishness, individuality, and disregard for societal traditions which is contrasted against
the collectivist ethos developing in Australia.
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As evident in Perry’s objections, noted earlier, contemporary conservative and
religious leaders often addressed the problems brought about by greed for gold using the
language of agrarianism and domesticity. As Goodman notes,
The home, like the yeoman’s farm, was a key site of alternate values.
And when the gold rush seemed to pose the threat of a society
entirely preoccupied with paradigmatic masculine activity of wealth
seeking in a selfish and individualist mode, the two key languages of
response were those of agrarianism and domesticity. (158)
While there were Americans espousing the same ideals, the realities of contemporary
Californian society seemed at odds with those beliefs. For example, in 1850 the census
revealed that 92 percent of California’s population was male (R. Paul 82). According to
Hinton Helper, American author and social critic, this lack of female presence was
responsible for the “wild excitement, degeneracy, dissipation and deplorable conditions of
affairs” in California (114). Unlike conservative thinkers in Australia, the President of the
State Agricultural Society in California defended city life, saying of Americans: “We tire of
the routine labor and the routine harvest” (qtd. in Goodman 215). Outsiders, as well, often
believed that the excitement of the goldfields was an American rather than just a
Californian trait. Henry Veel Huntley wrote that excitement “is the food of the American
mind; with it the American acknowledges no restraint—without it, his exertions scarcely
supply his wants; he is either impetuously bounding forward, or idly depending upon
others” (222). Thus America was often depicted as a place that existed in opposition to the
calm and orderly lifestyle that was supposed to be characteristic of British society;
domesticity and agrarianism were encouraged to prevent Australia from becoming the next
California.
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The fear that Victoria was to become another California seemed to drive the
conservative reaction, and for Victorian thinkers, “Domesticity was to be an agent of social
control; domestic associations were widely understood to be one of those forces which
quietened a population, made it governable” (Goodman 167). Redmond Barry, Supreme
Court judge during the gold-rush period, argued that agriculture would create the kind of
noble society needed in Australia because it attached the population to the land (36). Gold
seeking, by contrast, had the effect of unsettling the population with massive fluctuations in
the consumer and labour markets, bringing about reduced living standards, housing crises,
and unemployment.

The migratory labour of gold mining, it was argued, is asocial,

troubled and restless, while its end product was a hollow, barren and unnatural source of
wealth. The lack of attachment to a place prohibited the support of schools, churches, and
other charities that were seen as the responsibilities of civilised culture (Goodman 116118). Agrarianism was also the language used to reinforce Australia’s place as a British
colony. As William Howitt wrote “The English stamp and character are on all settlements.
They are English houses, English enclosures that you see; English farms, English gardens,
English cattle and horses, English fowls about the yards, English flowers and plants
carefully cultivated” (32). Thus the Gold Rush and by extension America’s influence in
Australia were interpreted by conservative and religious leaders as a temporary disruption
to agrarian society and the ideals of domesticity which seemed tied to England. This is the
social backdrop against which Robbery Under Arms was written.
The Context of Browne’s Background
A reading of Robbery Under Arms which draws out its anti-American sentiment
suggests that Thomas Alexander Browne, writing under the nom de plum of Rolf
Boldrewood, subscribed to the conservative and religious beliefs and attitudes of his time.
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According to T. Inglis Moore, Browne “had the beliefs and prejudices of his age and his
class . . . He cherished an almost naïve respect of aristocracy, dearly loved a lord and
sometimes sounded snobbish in his romances. As a conservative squatter he disapproved
of democracy and of unionism among shearers” (28). This characterisation of Boldrewood
would appear to be confirmed by the repetitious use of Latin phrases and his constant
references to “gentlemen” and “gentle blood” in Old Melbourne Memories (25, 32, 48, 54,
89, 120) and his short stories “Fallen Among Thieves” (439), “The Horse You Don’t See
Now” (443, 444, 447), “Across the Mountains from Manaro to Gipps Land” (451) and
“How I Began to Write” (497). Browne’s regard for the established traditions of the higher
classes are highlighted when he writes that “foolish utilitarians see no advantage in
schoolboys learning Latin and Greek” (Boldrewood Old Melbourne 131). His dislike of
unions and admiration for squatters is confirmed not only in Robbery Under Arms’ Mr.
Falkland, but also in his short story “In Bad Company,” which portrays Janus Soate—
whose name is an indication of his character—a man who is trying to organise a shearers’
union, as a devious and self-serving hypocrite who gets the main character—the honest,
thrifty and hard-working Bill Hardwick—into trouble. Mrs. Hardwick, who has the brains
in the family tells Bill that without unions he would “Do [his] work and get paid for it”
(Boldrewood “Bad Company” 6). T. Inglis Moore also posits that Browne was staunchly
loyal to the Anglican church—he chaired the committee to establish a permanent church in
Gulgong—and saw himself as a gentleman.

Having been raised with all the best

advantages in his home and schooling, he seems to have had a desire to be thought of as
“high society,” as indicated by the addition of the “e” to his name in the 1860s (T. Moore 1,
4-5, 28). The significance of this additional “e” is illuminated in Miles Franklin’s Up the
Country, when a “scion of the English aristocracy” who was “reared with all the
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refinements of the professional classes of the old country” adds the “e” to her new
husband’s last name in an attempt to give her progeny all the advantages that high society
afforded (27, 31, 108).
Reading Robbery Under Arms for its anti-American sentiment, it becomes apparent
that Browne too viewed the Gold Rush as an unwanted disruption to the established class
system and the order of traditional British society, and, like his conservative and religious
contemporaries, found the answer to this disruption in a proposed return to agrarianism and
a focus on domesticity.

One could read Boldrewood’s novel The Miner’s Right as

confirmation that he held the views of his contemporaries, for, as Goodman argues, it poses
“a set of challenges to order and authority. The ability of men to shed their past on the
fields was a part of this threat [to society]” (9). It further seems helpful to note that
Boldrewood never visited the United States, and therefore his beliefs about America are
likely to have been shaped by contemporary perceptions, rather than firsthand experience.
Keeping this in mind, when one contrasts the lives of Dick Marston, the narrator, his
brother Jim, and his neighbour George Storefield, Robbery Under Arms can be read as a
contemporary conservative and religious reaction to the perceived threat to established
British society in Australia that the Gold Rush and associated American influence posed.
To begin with, Boldrewood’s narrator, Dick Marston, makes it clear that he is
writing his narrative in the hopes of teaching a lesson to his readers, and sparing them from
the tragedies that have befallen him (Boldrewood Robbery 5). While in gaol he “repents” of
all that he has done wrong—describing his descent into a life of crime as a “wrong turn-off”
that made him “lose his way”—and decides to be a better person (Boldrewood Robbery
487). The subtext of these passages represents his life as a gold miner and a bushranger as a
disruption to the life that he should have been living, the life to which he ultimately returns: a

45

pastoral and agricultural one. As Goodman4 explains, “The pastoral narrative provided a
language for naming the disruption of the colonial—it held out possibilities for colonial life
which were quite at odds with the gold-mining present” (134), that, according to Browne
and his cohorts, had been negatively affected by American practices and American values.
Thus it is in the language of the pastoral—Dick returning to a life on a farm—that
Boldrewood restores not only his protagonist but also a fledgling Australia.
In his article “Narrative Perspective and Cultural History in Robbery Under Arms,”
Jerome Rosenberg discusses the significance of Dick’s role in a way that supports the idea
that much of Dick’s narrative represents a disruption. According to his assertion, there are
two Dick Marstons: the narrator and the protagonist. The “attitudes of the narrator,” he
writes, “are different from those of the protagonist because his knowledge is greater”
(Rosenberg “Narrative” 17). Dick the narrator, Rosenberg notes, is “an older repentant
man facing hanging and bitter toward himself and the actions that put him where he finds
himself” (“Narrative” 16-17), while Dick the protagonist is an “outlaw . . . [who] wants
nothing better than to escape Australia and flee to America” (“Narrative” 13). Dick, the
protagonist, represents a “foolish” disruption to society and the destructive nature of
Australia’s home-grown lawlessness whilst, particularly after his death sentence is
commuted, Dick, the narrator, is the ideal citizen of the colony’s burgeoning settler-society.
He represents a return to societal norms. Therefore one can view the narrator’s sentiments
as sincere and a representation of the ideal, while those of Dick the protagonist can be read
as problematic and symptomatic of the “comic disruption” of the Gold-rush era.
The Marstons and Their Homestead
As the novel opens, Dick introduces his readers to himself and to his family. His
father Ben is a Protestant Englishman transported to New South Wales for poaching, while
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his mother is Irish, Catholic and a free settler. His father is a criminal, with a criminal
mindset, but Dick believes his mother would literally die if she could no longer perform
acts of goodness (Boldrewood Robbery 443). Dick and his brother Jim represent a melding
of these two characters, with Dick being more like their father and Jim taking after their
mother. His sister Aileen, like their mother, is imbued with the typical characteristics
attributed to females in the Victorian period, who were associated with “the home,
consumption, reproduction—a domestic set of virtues” (Goodman 154). This combination
allows the family to represent all aspects of Australia’s settler-society, and, as Sargeson
argues, allows Dick to speak “for a whole continent” (264). He and Jim are, according to
H.M. Green, “the first thoroughly Australian characters in fiction” (255). Therefore one
might conclude that Dick’s thoughts, attitudes, and experiences are representative of the
Australian society to which Dick belongs.
This representation can also be extended to the Marston homestead. It is a small
farm, and while Dick does write that it only produces enough for the family to survive,
there is a sense throughout the novel that if their father had only worked steadily and
honestly, he would have been successful (Boldrewood Robbery 15, 35, 235, 461). Instead
Dick’s father is regularly involved in stealing cattle. One might initially conclude that the
stealing of cattle was necessary to support the family. Why else would he have begun
stealing? Dick makes it clear, however, that while the land may not have always provided
them with an abundance of crops, and while they may have had some hard times, the farm
certainly produced enough for them to live on (Boldrewood Robbery 7). The reason that
his father steals—and Dick even points out that stealing cattle does not pay—is because he
has sworn vengeance upon the aristocracy for his transportation to Australia over a single
hare. It broke his mother’s heart, he says, and so he is determined to pay them back
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(Boldrewood Robbery 33, 50). It is not for want that Ben Marston steals cattle; instead,
Dick’s Australia—resonating with the words of H. Lill Lindsay who praised the farm as an
inexhaustible source of wealth and happiness (qtd. in Goodman 119)—is full of opportunity
for those who are willing to work honestly for it. Thus later in the novel the reason that
Dick wants to leave his farm and go to America is not because it lacks potential, but
because he is running away from the law.
This is a crucial concept in the narrative for two overlapping reasons. The first goes
back to the notion that Robbery Under Arms is a didactic tale. The lesson that Dick learns,
and hopes his readers will also learn, is that crime is unnecessary and will ultimately lead to
failure, even if there are some adventures to be had. If his father had needed to steal in
order to feed the family, it would have served to contradict the basic moral that Dick is
trying to teach.

The second reason is that Browne’s story is trying to promote an

agricultural and pastoral lifestyle, which reflects the contemporary agrarian ideal that
farming would end unemployment and create happy and prosperous homes (Goodman
120).

Their neighbour George Storefield, whom Turner argues is “putatively,

Boldrewood’s alter ego” (“Ripping” 240), is held up as a role model in this novel; his
success is due to his embrace of this lifestyle through steady, hard work. Storefield’s farm
is much like the Marston’s and he is never required to engage in criminal activity to
succeed. He is, as Turner concludes, “a reminder of how wrong—in the long run—the
Marstons’ career path has been” (“Ripping” 247). If it were necessary to steal in order to
survive on an Australian farm, then why would anyone choose to embrace such a life?
Such a circumstance—that Dick’s father needed to steal cattle to help feed his family—
would undermine the novel’s assertion that true success and upward social mobility are
available to diligent, patient and persistent people, and might discourage its readers from
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accepting the agricultural lifestyle that is otherwise promoted therein.5 As Docker posits,
“the clear implication is that in colonial society itself there is no real reason for young men
to take to crime or resent or oppose authority” (143). In this setting one can sense that for
Browne, Australia is the land of opportunity, while America is presented more like a
mirage, the pursuit of which ultimately leaves the Marstons unfulfilled.
On another front, it is important to acknowledge that George Storefield’s life
represents a gradual acquisition of wealth; it is here that one can clearly see an opposition
to the aforementioned perceptions held about contemporary America: that the opportunities
granted by the Gold Rush were uniquely American.

In George Storefield, who is

undoubtedly the model of genuine success in the novel and, as Turner argues, the
“antithesis” of the bushrangers (“Ripping” 241), one sees an affirmation of conservative
Australian thinking about the positive effects of a slow, steady acquisition of wealth and by
association the negative effects of the sudden acquisition of wealth. Likewise, Dick and
Jim by virtue of their own careless and indulgent spending after their financial success
reinforce the view that those who were not used to having wealth would not know how to
use it. This “contrast is sustained as a structural feature of the novel” (Turner “Ripping”
247) and the end result is that the reader is left with a feeling that the Marston’s farm (or
perhaps farming in general), while it may at times lack excitement, is exactly where Dick
should be. It is his “norm,” which is opposed to contemporary perceptions of American
thought, and the adventures he has outside that farm represent a disruption to that “norm.”
The Disruption
As the novel progresses, Dick explains how he and Jim are drawn into their father’s
life of crime. While it is suggested throughout the novel that Jim’s involvement is due
more to Dick’s influence, one of the reasons Dick gives for agreeing to help their father is a
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lack of excitement on the farm that induces restlessness (Boldrewood Robbery 17, 30).
This concept that Dick’s life lacks excitement is reinforced on his first visit to the gold
diggings when he writes:
No wonder some of the young fellows kicked over the traces for a change—
a change from sheep, cattle, and horses, ploughing and reaping, shearing and
bullock-driving; the same old thing every day; the same chaps to talk to
about the same things. It does seem a dead-and-live kind of life after all
we’ve seen and done since. (Boldrewood Robbery 257-258)
In this passage, Dick shows the seductive nature of the goldfields. The excitement that it
holds tempts young men to give up their regular work, making it look as though the
pastoral and agrarian lifestyle has very little to offer.

Such a depiction reflects a

contemporary conservative belief, expressed by Arbella Cooke in a letter to her brother in
1852, that gold mining “unsettles the men’s minds for steady work” (qtd. in Goodman 62).
Hence for Dick Marston the excitement of a life on the goldfields is a temptation to
overcome; it is a disruption to the “norm” that will and should come to an end soon. This is
made clear when the older Dick, the narrator who has succumbed to the temptation and has
since seen the error of his ways, reminds his audience that it would have been better for all
of them had they never left their agrarian employment (Boldrewood

Robbery 258).

Despite its lack of excitement, life on the farm is presented as Dick’s true calling, “the
honest work he should always have done” (Docker 136), and by association a general call
for Australian society to value that work.
One might be asking, where are the Americans in all this? The answer lies in the
previously discussed perceptions of America held by Browne’s contemporaries that
excitement, greed, and individualism were thought of as American traits. Docker argues
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that the goldfields represent an “American-style” society (140) and suggests that “what
most excites the characters we are invited to sympathise with is urban and cosmopolitan
life, preferably American” (139). Examining the above passage in Robbery Under Arms in
this context reveals that Dick, and the other young Australians who are leaving their
employment in droves to mine for gold, are being tempted away from their life’s vocation
by ideals which are attributed to Americans, and which were, according to Serle, meant to
be overcome. This is not to deny that there were American thinkers who were also
endorsing an agrarian lifestyle, but rather to acknowledge that the novel is a reflection of a
particular strain of Australian thought which saw American values and America’s influence
as dangerous to Australia’s settler lifestyle—as a temptation to overcome. This want of
excitement, and the associated desire for something seen as American in nature, is a
“thematic strand in the novel” (Turner “Ripping” 242). It is partly responsible for Dick’s
descent into a life of crime, his drinking (Boldrewood Robbery 18, 20), and his attraction to
the goldfields. Thus, Dick’s proclamation that he would have been better off staying on the
farm suggests a disapproving reaction to American influence in Australia.
As the story continues, Dick shows his readers how he and Jim cross the line into a
criminal life from which there is seemingly no return. Through this depiction, he also
addresses contemporary questions of domesticity: again, the language used to contest the
disruption of the Gold Rush. A comparison of Dick with his brother Jim is the primary
vehicle through which this discussion takes place. Jim is portrayed as tougher and faster
than Dick, beating him to Miss Falkland’s rescue twice (Boldrewood Robbery 75, 339). In
another incident Jim accidently pierces his wrist with a pair of sheep shears, but continues
working for several days, despite the pain, until the job is done (Boldrewood Robbery 69).
He is more attractive to women—his admirers include Miss Falkland, Maddie Barnes, the
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Whitman girls, and, of course, Jeanie—and he is much more comfortable around them,
even rescuing Dick from an awkward silence with Grace (Boldrewood Robbery 126-127).
Aside from Grace Storefield, everyone—including their mother, father, sister and even
Crib, their father’s dog—likes Jim better (Boldrewood Robbery 299). One of the lessons in
the novel is that had Dick followed Jim’s advice, instead of influencing Jim’s decisions for
the worse, the brothers would have been as successful as George Storefield. Thus Jim is
presented as a model man, one of the heroes of the novel, and his death is a tragedy,
“particularly in light of his more ‘evil’ brother’s salvation” (Rosenberg “Narrative” 13).
Jim’s character reflects a clear endorsement of the value of domesticity, whereas Dick’s
undomesticated lifestyle—a reflection of the reality of contemporary California society—is
ultimately responsible for the tragedy that befalls Jim.
The first way in which their lives oppose the ideal of domesticity is that, in
consequence of their cattle stealing and bushranging lifestyle, the Marston men cannot go
home and the women must fend for themselves. Dick’s mother complains that it is a
“shame” that the women have to do the “manly” work around the farm (Boldrewood
Robbery 54). One might argue that this is characteristic of Australia’s settler society, as
seen in Henry Lawson’s short story “The Drover’s Wife,” and reinforced in Robbery Under
Arms, since even George leaves home for long periods of time as he is building up his
business. The difference, however, is that George is still able to care for his family; his
farm is constantly being improved and he even keeps the Marston women at his house
when their farm is no longer fit for them to live on (Boldrewood Robbery 368-369). As
Docker also notes, “Dick indeed feels that his disregarding of the wellbeing of the women
in his life is ‘unmanly’” (137). Accordingly Dick’s narrative suggests that, in terms of a
disruption to domestic life, gold mining is akin to cattle stealing and bushranging. As
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Goodman’s argument suggests, in both occupations men abandon their families. Dick’s
narrative also implies that Australia’s traditional pastoral lifestyle is compatible with the
values of domesticity. Hence when, throughout the novel, Jim’s character is cast as one
who is not meant for the bushranging life,6 readers are not prompted to interpret this as a
critique of Jim’s masculinity, but rather as an endorsement of the ideals of a domestic life,
which stood in opposition to the realities of California’s gold rush society—a society that
Browne did not want to see replicated in Australia.
Jim, Dick tells his readers, “was born good” and intended to lead a good life, but he
had the misfortune of being related to Dick and their father (Boldrewood Robbery 78). In
the beginning of the novel, it is Jim who wants to take a fencing job with George, while
Dick’s refusal to work with George influences Jim’s decision (Boldrewood Robbery 2122). It is Jim who resists their father’s call to help steal cattle and Jim who would rather
finish the shearing work they are engaged in than join their father again in theft
(Boldrewood Robbery 30, 83-84). If it had been left in Jim’s hands, the brothers never
would have become criminals, and they would have been able to care for the Marston
women the way George cared for his mother and sister. It is further significant when, after
Dick’s gang steals a huge herd of cattle to sell in Adelaide, Jim meets and falls in love with
Jeanie, because it shows that Jim is meant to live a domestic lifestyle. He is heartbroken
when he has to leave her the first time (Boldrewood Robbery 111) and later brings her to
the Turon diggings so that they can get married (Boldrewood Robbery 261). The important
aspect of the relationship, however, is Jeanie’s effect on Jim. Dick writes of Jim, “I really
believe he’d made up his mind to go straight from the very hour he was buckled to Jeanie;
and if he’d only had common luck he’d have been as square and right as George Storefield
to this very hour” (Boldrewood Robbery 263). In contrast, Dick and Starlight both feel that
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bushrangers should not have any family ties (Boldrewood Robbery 305). In these scenes,
one can read the contemporary conservative thought about man’s need for woman, as
Jeanie has the effect of turning Jim into a model citizen, like George Storefield.
Domesticity is the answer to Jim’s restlessness—an idea that is reinforced when Aileen
spends time in their hideout, “the Hollow” (Boldrewood Robbery 365; Docker 137)—and
he willingly embraces its values, becoming almost the perfect man. Docker also notes that
much of Jim’s punishment in the novel “is that he is separated from women and family life”
(137). While it takes Dick longer to learn this lesson, ultimately domesticity cures his
restlessness as well.
Domesticity, then, is presented in the novel as a way for Australia to avoid the kind
of restless society that contemporary thinkers believed existed in California; and the
connection to America is reinforced by Dick’s behaviour after Jim gets married. Jim
moves into a small cottage with Jeanie and begins spending all of his free time with her
(Boldrewood Robbery 272), which prompts Dick to associate more frequently with an
American. Dick writes, “I wasn’t married like Jim, and it not being very lively in the tent
at night, Arizona Bill and I mostly used to stroll up to the Prospectors’ Arms” (Boldrewood
Robbery 277). During these visits to the pub, Dick spends a lot of time “yarning” with
Kate, the woman who betrays them, giving her the impression that he is still in love with
her. Just before the brothers are planning to get away to America, Kate finds a letter from
Grace Storefield which prompts her betrayal (Boldrewood Robbery 285-286). Again, it is
Dick’s need for excitement that motivates him to socialise with Arizona Bill, reinforcing a
connection between America and excitement, and that ultimately ends in Jim’s tragic death.
Through this incident, the text suggests that had Dick been more like Jim and embraced the
domestic life, Jim’s death could have been avoided.
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Religious and Other Criticisms of America
It is worth noting, to underpin the case of Anti-American sentiment, that one can
read other criticisms of Americans during the depiction of the brothers’ stay on the Turon
goldfields. One of the first can be seen when Dick and Jim start acting like Americans.
Dick writes, “We let our hair grow long, and made friends with some Americans, so we
began to talk a little like them, just for fun, and most people took us for Yankees. We didn’t
mind that. Anything was better than being taken for what we were” (Boldrewood Robbery
249-250). Initially one notices that Dick and Jim take on these American personas “just for
fun,” leaving the reader with a sense that Dick, the narrator, is mocking the Americans
instead of admiring them. Likewise, one can see here Browne’s aforementioned belief that
one of the problems of the goldfields was that they allowed men to escape their criminal
past. More subtle, however, is the idea that it is these American identities that allow them
to escape justice, which coincides with their plan to get away to America. In essence,
America is portrayed as a place that harbours and protects those with a criminal past.
Examining this passage in the light of Goodman’s ideal of the “comic disruption,” the text
implies that going to America would not have been the Marstons’ salvation, but rather a
greater tragedy than Jim’s death because they would have escaped justice.
Another example of this sentiment comes after the brothers are betrayed by Kate.
Dick goes to Arizona Bill for help and it is through this American’s influence that Dick gets
deeper into the criminal life. Arizona Bill provides Dick with a repeating rifle and a horse
with which he is able to escape (Boldrewood Robbery 290). Jim, however, in another
embrace of domestic values, gets caught because he refuses to leave Jeanie (Boldrewood
Robbery 294). In order to rescue Jim, Dick uses this rifle to shoot the officer who is
escorting him (Boldrewood Robbery 297). This is the first person that Dick ever shoots
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and it seems the beginning of an almost unstoppable sequence of events that leads to Jim’s
death. Without the intervention of the Americans, Jim and Dick may have both lived to
serve their time in gaol and to repent of their crimes, instead of Jim being shot and killed.
This incident suggests a contemporary conservative belief, expressed by Judge Redmond
Barry, who, referring to the violence at the Eureka Stockade, said that the use of weapons
was “quite unknown amongst British subjects” (qtd. in Potts and Potts Young 164). Barry
blamed the influence of the Americans, just as Boldrewood’s readers might have blamed
the influence of the Americans for Dick’s escalated descent into violence.
As a final point, the question of excitement as an American trait underpins one of
the novel’s primary metaphors for America: a seductive anti-Eden. I have argued in an
earlier essay7 that the novel can be read as a Christian allegory and one could therefore
examine America’s place in it in religious terms. In Christianity, excitement is often noted
as a characteristic of sin, a concept that is derived from the depiction of the fruit of
knowledge of good and evil which tempted Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden (Gen 3: 16) and is reinforced by John Milton’s retelling of the event in Paradise Lost (4: 522-527; 9:
567-1045). In Robbery Under Arms, Dick’s criminal life, his life of sin, is also portrayed
as exciting. In the context of the contemporary thought—expressed by Hinton Helper and
Henry Veel Huntley among others—that excitement is an American trait, the novel subtly
associates America with a life of sin. This is especially apparent when Dick and Jim are
planning their escape to America. For, as Docker notes, “America beckons to them as a
‘new world . . . a new life’, its society apparently an extension at large of the exciting
bustling life of the Turon goldfields” (139). To the brothers, America seems like the
fulfilment of their search for excitement (Boldrewood Robbery 258). It is not just a
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temptation, but it is the ultimate temptation.

America, the text suggests, is the

amplification of the forbidden fruit that tempted Eve.
There are other parallels in support of a reading of America as a forbidden fruit.
Just as Eve initially resisted the temptation, so too do the brothers. In fact, at first the
thought of getting away to America, Dick writes, is “like death” to them (Boldrewood
Robbery 107), just as the forbidden fruit would bring death to Adam and Eve (Gen 2:17).
The use of this simile resonates with the fact that Adam and Eve did not literally die after
eating the fruit (Gen 3:6). Then, after this initial resistance, the brothers are convinced that
America is the only place where they can live freely (Boldrewood Robbery 438). “Once in
America,” Dick explains, “we’d be in a new world, and there’d be nothing to stop us from
leading a new life” (Boldrewood Robbery 439).

Just as Eve ultimately gave in to

temptation, so too do the Marston brothers, even though they never actually make it to
America. The phrase “new life” could also be read in religious terms. At the end of the
novel, after Dick has served his time in gaol, he claims that he is living a new life; he feels
as if he were “just born” (Boldrewood Robbery 502), which leaves the reader with the
impression that he has experienced a spiritual rebirth. It is in the contrast between these
two “new lives” that one gets a sense of how America is represented. In the second
instance when he uses the phrase “new life,” Dick has been caught and repented of his life
of crime. He has paid his debts and is a new man. The first instance, however, represents
an escape from justice. He never would have been forced to examine his life and repent for
all the crimes he committed. So his “new life” in America represents a counterpoint to the
“new life” he actually lives at the end. Thus Boldrewood portrays the Christian concept of
duality in which for every spiritual good, there is an evil reflection of that good, as
exemplified by the belief in both heaven and hell.8 In this light, the novel represents
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America as the vice against which Australia is the virtue and thereby indicates that allowing
Australia to become like America might result in the loss of an Australian paradise. Such
an idea is reinforced in Boldrewood’s Old Melbourne Memories when he refers to
Australia as “that pastoral Eden, the garden of Australia” (14).
Conclusion
Robbery Under Arms is a novel that is set during a time period in which Australia
was experiencing major social upheaval because of the Gold Rush. For many prominent
conservative thinkers, America was the driving force behind much of the social change, and
it is clear that Americans played a large role in almost every aspect of Australia’s gold rush.
There was a reactionary movement which perceived the Gold Rush, and the involvement of
Americans in that rush, as a threat to Australia’s fledgling society based on established
British norms. For these thinkers, the language of domesticity and agrarianism were the
answer to the question of stability in Australia. The novel is read as a reflection of the view
held by conservative and religious leaders that America’s presence threatened Australian
society. It is clear that Australia is Dick’s paradise and America its counterpoint because at
the end of the novel Dick’s redemption comes not from escape, but from the generosity of
his Australian neighbours.

While he and Jim may have found some success on the

goldfields, it is not the kind of success they could really take pride in. Instead, they
intended to sneak away to America: an idea which at first seems like death to them. In
moral terms, George Storefield, who stayed on his farm and did not need the excitement
that led the Marstons astray, is the real hero of the story. He represents the transplantation
of British values in Australia.
domesticity.

Likewise, George encapsulates the Victorian ideals of

By reading the novel in these terms, it becomes apparent that it, too,
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represents a reaction to American influence, and portrays that influence in Australia in a
disapproving light.
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Notes
1. For many people, California’s government during the Gold Rush seemed to be
inefficient, corrupt, and lacking the ability to cope with massive surge in population.
In response to the need for order, businessmen and other community leaders formed
vigilance committees which took control of government functions and meted out
justice as they saw fit, often disregarding the formalities of the United States’
Constitution and a person’s right to due process.
2. Records indicate that only a small percentage of Australians who migrated to
California actually were convicts. “According to Charles Bateson’s check of
records of 2,123 arrivals from Sydney only 279 were known to have been convicts”
(Aitchison The Americans 43).
3. As Potts and Potts argue, the term “Californian” was not synonymous with the term
“American,” although there was some confusion. Many who had been to California
pretended to be American citizens, and often people failed to distinguish between
those who had spent a year or two in California and those who were natives of the
United States. Russel Ward, for example, credited Americans with starting two
anti-Chinese riots, when in reality the instigator of one was Scottish-born, while the
official report on the second claimed that Americans were not responsible (Potts and
Potts xi, 159-160). Likewise, James Barlow, who was hanged for stabbing another
man, had been labelled a native of North America, but it later came out that while
he had been to California, he was actually a Dubliner who had been transported to
New South Wales.
4. While it is true that David Goodman is an historian rather than a literary scholar, his
interpretation of the colonial narrative is particularly useful in this situation as it is
based on the cultural norms of the Gold Rush society in Australia.
5. One might argue that Browne’s own failure as a pastoralist (T. Moore 8-9) informs
the novel which would provide a rationale for Ben Marston’s stealing of cattle and
perhaps justify the occasional stealing of cattle. Considering Browne’s conservative
and religious affiliations, such an argument seems highly unlikely. Conservative
thinking at the time maintained that agriculture would build the kind of society that
Australia needed (Goodman 87), and, of course, in religious terms stealing is
prohibited by the eighth commandment. Such an argument would also have to
ignore the success of George Storefield and the numerous occasions in which Dick
advises his readers that he would have been better had he kept working hard on the
farm instead of being involved in stealing cattle.
6. Examples that might cause one to questions Jim’s masculinity and suitability for a
bushranging life include his need for more sleep than the others (Boldrewood
Robbery 197, 342), his collapse after riding all night after he is rescued by Dick
(Boldrewood Robbery 299-300), his emotional frailty (Boldrewood Robbery 287288) and his general attitude about money and towards women (Boldrewood
Robbery 126, 256, 267).
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7. This is an article entitled “Dick the Prophet: The ‘Allegorical Tendencies’ in
Robbery Under Arms. It has been accepted for publication in Antipodes in June of
2011.
8. The concept of spiritual duality is thoroughly discussed by C.S. Lewis in Chapter 8,
among others, of his apology Mere Christianity. For Lewis, every good Christian
virtue has an equal and opposite vice. This duality is a common feature of
Christianity, and I believe that Boldrewood employed this concept in comparing
Australia to America. For him Australia is a land that makes Dick into the kind of
man he should be. It is truly the land of promise. America, on the contrary, is
portrayed as a place where Dick could continue to live a “sinful” life. It too, is a
land of promise, but unlike Australia, it promises a life of spiritual destruction.
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Chapter Three
David Meredith’s Affair with America

Introduction
In 1984, in a fan poll conducted by the Australian Book Review George Johnston’s
novel My Brother Jack “was voted, by a wide margin, the best novel published in Australia
since 1945” (Conley 106). It is the first book in a trilogy which includes Clean Straw for
Nothing and the unfinished A Cartload of Clay. The premise of the novel is that David
Meredith, the narrator, is reflecting on his childhood and writing about his experience of
growing up in a Melbourne suburb between the First and Second World Wars. Like Dick
Marston in Robbery Under Arms, David is writing the narrative from a point in the future,
but rather than being in gaol, he has exiled himself to a Greek island. Anti-American
sentiment can be read through two vehicles in this novel. The first comes out of David’s
struggle to find his identity in the wake of his older brother, Jack, who represents a nearimpossible standard to reach. The second can be seen in the questions the novel raises of
whether or not the ideal that Jack represents can survive in a world that is rapidly changing.
While the source of the changing world is never explicitly stated, when read in an historical
context inclusive of Johnston’s life and some of his other works, the allusion to America’s
hegemonic power emerges. Thus, David’s attempt to create a new identity for the world he
sees coming shows him embracing a set of values which can be read as American. He has
a temporary affair with America. While David ultimately discovers that these values are
hollow and lack substance, his attempt to return to his Australian roots confronts him again
with the fact that he simply does not belong. A middle path is never found, and this first
book in the trilogy lacks any clear direction for Australians who are struggling to find an
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identity that exists between the mythic ideal and the changing world. Nevertheless, the
reader is left with a sense that America’s influence in Australia is partly responsible for the
destruction of its “traditional” identity.
The Historical Context
As with Robbery Under Arms and Underground, My Brother Jack deals with a time
period in which Australian life and culture are changing dramatically due, in part, to
America’s influence on the nation. The novel begins just after the end of the First World
War and concludes just before the end of the Second World War. The beginning of
Johnston’s chosen time period is significant because, as Aitchison argues, there was a
resurgence of anti-American sentiment in Australia due to America’s reluctance to enter the
First World War. The delay was often attributed to American greed, suggesting that money
meant more to Americans than honour. The expression of this sentiment emerged as a loss
of support for King O’Malley, the aforementioned American who had been active in
Australian politics.

The sentiment was likewise expressed by the former Minister for

Home Affairs, William Oliver Archibald, when he referred to Walter Burley Griffin as “a
Yankee bounder” (Aitchison The Americans 86-87).
Despite this negative sentiment, American influence nevertheless affected
Australia’s culture, social standards and industry throughout the Twentieth Century. For
example, Australia’s manufacturing industry, almost since its inception, has been shaped by
American influence. Such influence “has probably been most far reaching in the durable
consumer goods areas, covering the whole range from motor-cars to outboard marine
motors, and from household refrigerators to washing machines” (Merry 116). Stephen
Garton notes that, because of the introduction of American technology, there “was a fear
that ‘[American] civilisation’ was sapping the vitality of the West. Sedentary lifestyles, too
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much intellectual work and too little manual work . . . were seen as evidence of the threat
that modern civilisation posed to the racial stock” (91). Between the wars American-style
consumerism was on the rise and as Mosler and Catley discuss, the ideals of Americanstyle consumerism exploded in the decade following World War Two:
The two-car family, education for all, endless hyperconsumption, and the
promise of unlimited growth—these could be had, it seemed, by all who
adopted the American free enterprise system. . . . To have the ‘latest’ from
America became the standard against which were judged all aspects of style.
(39)
America’s cultural influence in Australia increased after the First World War with
greater numbers of American magazines and books being imported. Likewise, American
musicals and plays gained popularity after being imported primarily by the J.C. Williamson
Company (Churchward 111), whose empire was spread across every state in Australia,
determining what audiences could watch (Cherry 134).

American music dominated

Australian airwaves and American cultural forms were rapidly adopted by Australian
broadcasters (Waterhouse 48).

According to Mosler and Catley, the American film

industry, portraying the “American Dream,” displaced the Australian film industry by 1914,
and almost completely destroyed it by 1930 (24). This trend is evidenced by the fact that in
the 800 cinemas in Australia in 1917, ninety-five per cent of the movies shown were from
America (Waterhouse 48). American cinema, Megaw argues, provided “an important
channel not only for the distribution of American commercial products but also for the
dissemination of American culture, ideas and images” (200). Diane Collins argues that:
The Hollywood film was an agent of American economic and cultural
imperialism. It menaced Australian nationalism and the prestige and trade
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of the British Empire. Movies undermined sexual and social morality, class
and race relations. Children were thought especially vulnerable to all these
influences. (107)
American slang and fashions were adopted in Australia due to the influence of Hollywood
films, which also stimulated the demand for material possessions. “For the first time,”
Aitchison argues, “stay-at-home Australians were able to measure their own country
against that of the Americans—and it fell short” (Thanks 52-53).
Nevertheless, there was resistance to America’s cinematic influence, and the spread
of the “American Dream.” Churchward explains that:
As early as 1920 there were protests about American domination of
Australian cinemas . . . In 1928 [a] Royal Commission reported . . . that
more than 90 per cent of films screened were American, that Australian
distributors were little more than outlets for American producers, and that
two-thirds of the gross takings from film screenings in Australia went back
to America. (113)
In 1930, an Australian actress, Beatrice Tildesley, expressed frustration at the
Americanisation of Australia “due in great part to [American] films.” She believed that the
mission of American movie producers was “to vulgarise the world” (qtd. in Collins 118).
The Melbourne Age on 20 July 1921 quoted one female activist as saying that
contemporary films “were not only American, but were an unfair representation of life’s
best elements. . . . They should stop the importation of American slang and American ‘sob
stuff’” (qtd. in Collins 110). It seems, however, that very little changed and that American
cinema continued to dominate the industry. This was evident when, almost forty years later
in 1968, Robin Boyd lamented that Australia’s film making days were over: “Making films
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and magazines belong to a time when Australia also was making her own language and her
own legend” (“American” 149).
There were other objections to the perceived view of America and its possible
influence in Australia. Bell and Bell posit that after World War One, the United States
“became an icon of excess, anti-puritanism, and the celebration of masculinist heroic
populism” (47). Bartlett agrees, writing that Americans were seen as, “ruthless exploiters
of the old world’s redundant poor and the new world’s abundant raw materials” (181).
During the years of the Great Depression, American movies offered Australians a relief
from the economic woes of the time (Aitchison Thanks 52). However, as Churchward
argues:
The onset of the depression caused some tarnishing of the American image
in Australia.

Many Australians blamed the depression on America in

general and Wall Street financiers in particular.

There was increased

criticism of America for lowering cultural standards through poor quality
films, cheap thrillers and true romance paperbacks, and comics. But there
was no effective resistance to the spread of American culture. (137)
There were other protests against America. The secretary of the Australian Manufacturers
Development League, Paul Cheyne, wrote a letter published in The Eden Magnet
encouraging Australians to buy Australian or British products to keep their money “in the
family instead of running into debt with Uncle Sam,” lest Australia “be hopelessly in thrall
to America before another decade” (qtd. in S. Hanson 42). It appears, however, that this
advice was not heeded and, as Bell and Bell argue, American cultural forms, patterns of
consumption, and production techniques were generally welcomed (118), so that, in a trend
that would continue for decades, “by the 1930s, mass culture in Australia had switched
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allegiance from Britain to America” (R. White 147). Indeed, Donald Horne, the author of
The Lucky Country—a book published in the same year as My Brother Jack—indicates
America’s influence in Australia when he declares Australia to be “the first suburban
nation . . . one of the first nations to find part of the meaning of life in the purchase of
consumer goods’” (21).

Affirming these sentiments, Grant writes that Australian life “is

geared to leisure [and it] is not surprising that Australians have coveted most, of the
American way of life, its instruments of leisure” (209). This notion that Americans had
lives of leisure was attributed to a commonly held belief that American homes always had
the most up-to-date appliances, but that Australians lagged behind when it came to such
luxuries (Potts and Potts Yanks 204).
Another reality of the time period after World War One was the eclipse, in terms of
military might, of the British Empire by America. The process, however, began earlier. In
1908 when America’s “Great White Fleet” arrived in Australia, the Sydney Morning
Herald wrote that, “America may be the first line of defence against Asia” (qtd. in Bell and
Bell 56). According to a Telegraph reporter, “The ‘Great White Ships’ . . . represented . . .
‘the fighting arm of the Great Republic—a long, strong, hard-hitting arm, ready to strike
blows in defence of the white man’s cause should it ever be assailed in this part of the
world’” (qtd. in Bartlett 201). This feeling intensified in 1924 after Britain abandoned
plans for a military base in Singapore, causing, as many believe, Australia to look to the
United States for protection, believing that the Empire no longer had its interests in mind
(Bell and Bell 59). Even before the Fall of Singapore, Prime Minister John Curtin in 1941
said, “Without any inhibition of any kind I make it quite clear that Australia looks to
America free from any pangs as to our traditional links of kinship with the United
Kingdom” (qtd. in Aitchison Thanks 57). After the war, it became clear to Australia that
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“the sun had set on the British Empire” and that Australia would now depend upon
America for its protection (Bartlett 225).
The period between the World Wars also saw a resurgence in interest in
Boldrewood’s novel, Robbery Under Arms, because, as Eggert discusses, “the colonial
1890s in the cultural nationalism of the immediate post-war period gave a validation (and a
cultural centrality) to male experience” (“The Bibliographic” 87-88). One could posit two
reasons for the novel’s popularity, which represented the desire to return to an older
identity based on the masculine ideals of Russel Ward’s “noble bushman.” The first is that,
as Buchbinder argues, World War One was dehumanising, as chemical and mechanical
weapons replaced a chivalrous enemy whom one could fight directly. This new mode of
fighting emasculated men by destroying the image of war as glorious and heroic. Likewise,
more young men died in World War One than in any other war, and those who returned
home found themselves further emasculated because the very attributes that war had
encouraged no longer met the needs of a changing society. Moreover, they often suffered
from shell-shock, a phenomenon that “left men witless, amnesiac, nervous, [and] prone to
break down at the least noise or stress” (Buchbinder Masculinities 8-9).
The second reason for Australia’s focus on its settler-roots in the wake of World
War One can be traced to the introduction of mass consumption.

Clark argues that

consumer culture has a tendency to emasculate men by forcing them into roles traditionally
reserved for the feminine sphere.

In a consuming culture men become enslaved to

consumerism because, based on its ideology, human satisfaction is measured solely in
terms of material acquisitions. Consumer culture, then, leaves men with the feeling that
they have become imprisoned by their jobs and are “possessed by their possessions,”
depriving them of the kind of masculine power they traditionally held (Clark). Thus, it
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could be argued that America’s influence was seen to have a feminising effect upon
Australia, which generated among some segments of Australian society a feeling of
resentment and a desire to return to an ideal that seemed more “traditionally” Australian.
While there is no doubt that America’s support of Australia during World War Two
was welcomed, America’s delay in entering the war—as with the First World War—did
again stir lasting feelings of resentment among the Australians.

This sentiment is

evidenced in Aitchison’s complaint that “There was nothing altruistic about the American’s
new presence in Australia. The American nation had been . . .making a hefty profit out of
the war right up to the day that the Japanese had clobbered Pearl Harbour” (Thanks 57-58).
Just as it had during Australia’s gold rush, the presence of Americans during the Second
World War had a great effect upon Australia. Aitchison argues that:
The men and women of the American armed forces who were in Australia
during three of the war years made a profound impact on the country. It
could be said that they Americanised the capital cities in which they spent
their money . . . Their influence on Australian attitudes was powerful and
caused many changes. (The Americans 98- 99)
Churchward refers to the million American soldiers who came to Australia during the war
as “an invasion [that] was bound to have a traumatic impact” (154-155). Forty years later,
John Hammond Moore would echo these sentiments in a book entitled Over-Sexed, OverPaid, and Over-Here.

While Potts and Potts disagree with Moore’s conclusions and

emphasise the positive impact and relationships that American soldiers had in the
Australian community, they admit that some Australian civilians resented the presence of
the Americans. For example, many Australians peevishly complained about the drain that
Americans made on public housing and the food supply, blaming shortages and rationing
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on American demands. Mrs. Linda Tilden returned to Australia in August of 1944 after
travelling in America and complained that Americans were not feeling “the pinch,” like
Australians because food was plentiful there (Potts and Potts Yanks 242, 252-253).
Antagonisms seemed to be most inflamed by the romantic relationships that
naturally developed between Americans and Australians. Xavier Herbert, for example, in
his novel Soldiers’ Women—which was published just three years before My Brother
Jack—portrays Australian women during World War Two as promiscuous, unfaithful to
their Australian husbands who are stationed overseas, and too eager to please American
servicemen.

The Japanese even played on the theme of American soldiers stealing

Australian women, broadcasting messages throughout the war claiming that while the
Australian men were away, the “outcasts of American society” were preying on Australian
women (Potts and Potts Yanks 295). In 1943, the Archbishop of Melbourne, James Duhig,
wrote to Colonel Morhouse proposing that marriage between Americans and Australians be
prohibited, contending that “Australian girls seem to have lost their heads over American
servicemen, and the condition is not improved but growing worse every day” (qtd. in Potts
and Potts Yanks 334).

Often Australian women who dated American soldiers were

chastised and ostracised, and sometimes made to feel like traitors just for talking with an
American. American soldiers were portrayed as lascivious and lecherous, with widely
accepted, although unsubstantiated, reports that soldiers regularly shoved women in front of
Army trucks to avoid taking responsibility after impregnating them.

Other reports

indicated that it was not uncommon to find girls as young as thirteen sharing beds with
American servicemen (Potts and Potts Yanks 322-334). Nevertheless, according to John
Hammond Moore, an estimated 15,000 Australian women married American soldiers, and
in 1944 and 1945 several “bride ships” carried these women—frequently with children—to
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America (161). These are the historical events and attitudes that inform this reading of My
Brother Jack.
George Johnston
George Johnston’s own experiences as well as some of his other writings reinforce a
reading of My Brother Jack that draws out anti-American sentiment. As Johnston himself
wrote, “Any serious work of fiction must be autobiographical in a lesser or greater degree”
(qtd. in Colmer 32); it is therefore appropriate to examine My Brother Jack in the context of
its author’s experiences in America and with Americans, as well as in the context of
Australia’s history with America. Johnston, much like his narrator in the novel, started his
writing career as a journalist and later became a war correspondent. It was during his first
overseas assignment reporting on the war effort in New Guinea that Johnston initially had
meaningful contact with Americans (Kinnane George 38-39). While both his personal
diary—published posthumously under the title War Diary 1942—as well as the version
published during Johnston’s lifetime, New Guinea Diary, do express gratitude for
America’s help fighting the Japanese in New Guinea, there are some obvious criticisms of
America in both. Johnston felt that Americans, due in part to Australian censorship rules,
were taking too much credit for the war effort. In New Guinea Diary, for example, he
attacks an article written by Hanson Baldwin, a reporter for the New York Times, which
asserts that Americans rushed into action and saved the Australians from utter defeat in
Papua. Instead, Johnston writes that “every shot fired in the Owen Stanley’s campaign so
far has been fired by Australians. American troops have yet to go into action” (198). In his
personal diary, Johnston adds that Baldwin “has never been in Australia, let alone New
Guinea” (War 130). He also resents the claims that assistance to Australia has “drained
more important fronts” with “an inexhaustible torrent of American men, aircraft, ships and
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material,” saying that “the supply to Australia has been little more than trickle” which has
given Australia “just enough to fill the gap created by the Australian men and Australian
ships that are fighting for a democratic way of life thousands of miles away” (Johnston
New 138-139).
In his personal diary, which he never intended to be published, Johnston more freely
criticises the Americans. He is incensed by General MacArthur’s censorship of articles
which gives the impression that the General was actually in New Guinea, when as Johnston
writes, “MacArthur, of course, has never seen the country” (War 120). Johnston also seems
annoyed by the General’s suggestion that Australians need to “hurry up the advance,” as
well as the impression MacArthur gave that the Americans were doing most of the fighting,
while the Australians were only facing “a handful of” Japanese (War 134). In his personal
diary, Johnston points out the tendency of the Americans to exaggerate their success and
discount the Australian effort, the inexperience of the American soldiers, and records
several instances in which the Americans made crucial mistakes that cost the lives of many
men (War 113, 128, 130, 138, 140, 143, 151-152, 154, 158). Likewise, during his time as a
war correspondent, Johnston recorded in an article in the Argus his disgust with the
treatment that the Americans gave to local culture, noting elsewhere that the Japanese, at
least, respected local culture (Kinnane George 51). It is true that overall Johnston’s writing
expresses gratitude for America’s aid to Australia in fighting the Japanese. In both diaries,
he freely gives credit to the Americans when it is due, but it is also clear that he is under no
illusions as to the greatness of America and even harbours some resentment against the
behaviour and attitudes of the Americans.
There are other indications that Johnston held a negative view of Americans. In his
novel The Far Road (whose narrator is also named David Meredith, although he is not,
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according to this reading, the same David Meredith who narrates My Brother Jack),
Johnston portrays one of the primary characters—an American journalist—as selfish,
hypocritical, ambitious, callous, and pragmatic about human suffering and death. David,
by contrast, is deeply troubled by the destruction and misery that surrounds him.
Additionally, in 1959 Johnston’s second wife, Charmian Clift, had an affair with an
American, “Chip” Chadwick (Kinnane George 184). It is true that Clift had other affairs—
as did Johnston himself—but the affair with Chadwick seems to have had a profound
impact upon Johnston because it occurred at a time of great tragedy in his life. Johnston
had been diagnosed with tuberculosis, which according to his friends, “made him all but
impotent,” and Clift’s affair with Chadwick was going on while Johnston was away trying
to recover (Kinnane George 188). This may well have intensified the betrayal he felt.
Chadwick returned to Greece in 1962, “and the old agonies were lived through all over
again—jealousy, public rows, drunken scenes . . . this time it was so much worse, the
confrontations were that much more bitter, and at times violent” (Kinnane George 200211). In the sequel to My Brother Jack, entitled Clean Straw for Nothing, the one lover that
Cressida—the love of David’s life—takes, Jim Galloway, is an American, suggesting,
again, that Clift’s affair with Chadwick had a bigger impact upon Johnston than the others.
The event that most closely parallels the central thesis of this chapter is an affair that
Johnston had in America—while he was still married to his first wife—with a woman
named Jane. Kinnane describes it as an affair “which had been as much with America itself
as with Jane,” and writes that it ultimately caused Johnston great despair (Kinnane George
48). Finally, while in America Johnston wrote a book entitled Skyscrapers in the Mist,
which documents his experiences and impressions of the country. This will be used to
illuminate some of the anti-American sentiment in the textual analysis of My Brother Jack.
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The End of an Age
As the novel opens, David introduces his readers to the house in suburban
Melbourne where the bulk of his story is set: Avalon (Johnston My Brother 7). It is here
that David first alludes to the end of Australia’s traditional way of life and foreshadows his
ascendency to power over his brother Jack. This allusion comes through in the name of the
house, which reinforces the historical point that Australia is witnessing the end of an era,
that the sun is setting on the British Empire. Avalon is the place where King Arthur was
supposed to have been taken after fighting Mordred to recover from his wounds (Geoffrey
236); it is a place that represents the end of King Arthur’s reign, the end of an age, and
what some describe as England’s only noble monarchy. As Thorlac Turville-Petre argues,
“The history of the British kings after Arthur is a depressing account of feeble leadership,
duplicity, and eventual defeat by a cunning and unscrupulous enemy, the Saxons” (109).
England’s eventual defeat by such an enemy parallels Jack’s story in the novel. His
experience is read as a prediction that American values will slowly overrun Australia, that
there is no place left for Australia’s “traditional values” embodied in David’s brother Jack.
David’s struggle with his identity is immediately apparent as he depicts the house
and the suburbs where he grows up. He describes Avalon as being “an undistinguished
house—weatherboard painted dark stone and corrugated iron roof of sun-faded Indian
red—which sat behind a wire fence, privet hedge, [and a] small square lawn” and describes
the suburb as “flat and dreary” (Johnston My Brother 7). According to Robin Boyd, in his
work Australia’s Home, this kind of home was typical of working-class suburbs (101), and
based on David’s description, it seems that he has very little fondness for it. David tells his
readers that the neighbourhood in which this house stands has a “horrible flatness” and is
an “unmitigated melancholy of . . . suburban streets” that are “monotonous,” “ugly” and

74

“dull” with their “sad tiny habitations” (Johnston My Brother 35-36). A further complaint
is that,
What was so terrifying about these suburbs was that they accepted their
mediocrity. They were worse than slums. They betrayed nothing of anger
or revolt or resentment; they lacked the grim adventure of true poverty; they
had no suffering, because they had mortgaged this right simply to secure a
sad acceptance of suburban respectability. (Johnston My Brother 41)
What Donald Horne sees as worth celebrating—that Australia was the first suburban
nation—David sees as an acceptance of mediocrity; Melbourne’s suburbia appears for him
to be an emotional wasteland, devoid of adventure and excitement, and yet people have
willingly enslaved themselves to this wasteland. Horne wrote of the suburb as embodying
Australia’s egalitarian spirit. David, however, sees Australians giving up the right to
adventure, and embracing apathy, just so that they can call themselves respectable. It is a
common criticism of Australia, voiced by other writers such as Robin Boyd in his book The
Australian Ugliness and Patrick White in his essay, “The Prodigal Son.”
There is, however, an apparent paradox in David’s criticism that Australians strive
for nothing better than to belong to a working-class society whose citizens are under the
burden of a mortgage. According to him, the people in his neighbourhood lack a spirit of
adventure. The irony, however, is that David sees the need for adventure as one of the
hallmarks of Australian identity (Johnston My Brother 195, 300-301). These conflicting
passages leave the reader with the feeling that David’s complaint is that Australians are not
Australian enough, which seems to signal his own struggle with identity as an Australian
man and a representative of Australia’s struggle with America’s burgeoning influence in
Australia.
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As his description of the house continues, David shows the hallway in his parents’
house, “upon which the front door opens” (Johnston My Brother 7). He tells his readers of
“a souvenired German gas-mask . . . walking sticks that relate to injury rather than to
elegance—and sets of crutches . . . there was always at least one invalid wheel-chair there
and some artificial limbs propped in the corners” (Johnston My Brother 7-8). In this
depiction one can sense a challenge to the myth of the ANZAC legend—the idea that
Australia, as a nation, first proved itself during World War One, when its soldiers stormed
the beach at Gallipoli, Turkey, showing their courage and fortitude in battle (Garton 86)—
because David is showing the physical reminders of the horror, rather than the glory of war.
This is reinforced in the next few pages of the novel by the Sunday visits to the hospital
that disturb him so much, the images of men who have returned from the war—whom
David believes are now leading menial, emasculated, and, in some cases, meaningless
lives—the “morbid thrall” of the souvenirs his parents sent back from the war, and the
sadness David feels for those who never came back. It is one of the first indications in the
novel that David sees himself in opposition to the contemporary ideas of what it means to
be an Australian, allowing his rise to power to symbolise the changing nature of the world
and Australia. Meanwhile, the historical context of the novel associates his rise to power
with the increase in America’s influence.
The concept of the closing of an age is reinforced as the action begins. David
shows the homecoming of his father from World War One. His father is shipped back to
Australia on the Ceramic, the same vessel that took his mother to the war. When the
Ceramic is docked in Melbourne, David claims that the rust on it “looked like blood
pouring down the ship’s side” (Johnston My Brother 10).

It’s worth noting that the

Ceramic was a British-made passenger ship that was converted to a troop ship during
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World War One, and therefore could be read as a symbol for the British Empire. David’s
description of the blood pouring down the sides gives one the feeling that the ship itself is
wounded, that symbolically the Empire is wounded. Furthermore, on 26 November 1942
the Ceramic was attacked and sunk by a German U-boat, killing 656 of its passengers,
leaving only one survivor who was taken as a prisoner of war (Helgason). As this ship was
destroyed at a time when Great Britain’s influence was declining, one might interpret its
destruction as a symbol for the state of the British Empire. While there is no direct
reference to America in relation to this passage, the historical context makes it clear that,
particularly in Australia, Great Britain’s role was being assumed by America. Such an
interpretation would in no way suggest that America was somehow behind the literal
destruction of the ship. Instead, it merely indicates that in the context of the novel, and
David’s descriptions of the ship, its destruction seems to symbolise the death or destruction
of a once mighty Empire. The subtext of the allusion appears to be that when an Empire
dies, another is there to takes its place: in this case, America.
The ship as symbol for the Empire can be explored further in David’s description of
a picture of the Ceramic on the Pianola in the front room of the house. He writes, “the
picture of the Ceramic had gradually been pushed farther and farther back, and one day it
dropped off and fell down behind the pianola and nobody ever bothered to retrieve it”
(Johnston My Brother 45). If the ship is read as a symbol for British influence, then the
picture falling down can be read as an echo of the fall of the British Empire. However,
there is also a sense in this passage that one of the reasons British influence is fading away
in Australia is because nobody bothers to do anything about it. It is reminiscent of the fact
that, while there were complaints about America’s influence in Australia, nothing was
really done to stop it, and its growth continued unabated. This failure to act can be read as
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a criticism of Australia’s “she’ll be right” attitude, one that this thesis asserts is common to
all three of the novels. It is reiterated later in terms of Australia’s identity when David,
himself, does not bother to intervene for his brother Jack. Initially, though, the revelation
that Australia’s traditional identity is fading away causes little sadness for David. Instead,
the reader is left with a feeling that Australia’s identity is not worth preserving. The
identity that David adopts in its place has distinctly American characteristics, highlighting
his “affair with America.”
The Need for a New Man
It is not until the second chapter of My Brother Jack that David gives his readers a
description of his brother, which he starts by writing, “The thing I am trying to get at is
what made Jack different from me. Different all through our lives, I mean, and in a special
sense” (Johnston My Brother 23). This passage sets the brothers in opposition to one
another, and this opposition is reiterated throughout the novel. David, as will be seen, is
constantly showing his readers how different from Jack he is. While David’s subsequent
depiction of himself may not be immediately associated with America, the critics agree that
Jack “is the archetype of the Australian myth.”1 Kinnane argues that Jack is, “at times
inflated to impossibly heroic proportions” (“The Reconstruction” 438), “because [Johnston]
was attempting to build a larger-than-life character, an Australian mythic hero” (George
22).
Indeed, Jack embodies every single aspect of the Australian national myth: his name
connects him to an early explorer and one of the first convicts transported to Australia; his
physical features are typically Australian (even corresponding to a satirical description
written by Sir Marcus Clarke playing on the myth of typical Australians); he is a larrikin
and regularly on the side of lawlessness; he talks like a mythic Australian and is an
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accomplished fighter; he is a light and graceful dancer and imbued with sexual prowess; his
character is reminiscent of Australia’s convict heritage and the bravery of Rufus Dawes in
For the Term of His Natural Life; he works with his hands and labours in two of Australia’s
iconic professions: on an outback station, “an important ratchet in Jack’s destiny,” and as a
gold digger, a contrast to the perception in Robbery Under Arms, which again shows the
fluid nature of Australia’s “traditional” identity. Jack hunts rabbits; he is the embodiment
of the ANZAC legend, but unwilling to be an authority; he even marries “A sheila called
Sheila” whose Irish-Catholic background, brazen personality, and habit of looking people
square in the eye make her an echo of the “Australian Legend” as described by Russel
Ward and serves as a reminder of Ned Kelly, whose Irish ancestry had contributed to his
status as a hero.2 As English explains, even after David has separated himself from his
family and his past, Jack is there and serves as a link to an older time, an older home, and a
more “traditional” Australian family (21-22). Jack’s character is so exaggerated that he
might be read as nothing less than a symbol for Australia itself.
In contrast, as Rutherford argues, David “emerges as the antithesis of” Jack (109).
He has very little in common with his older brother, lacking Jack’s physique, his physical
and sexual prowess, his fighting spirit, his sense of fairness, his defiant attitude, and, as
discussed, his enthusiasm for war. David is not a workingman, but instead he is, at his
mother’s insistence, to become an artist, and later, of his own free will, he becomes a
writer. Throughout the novel, David reveals himself to be a swindler, a huckster, and a
good liar. Unlike Jack, David’s choice of a wife—or rather the wife who chooses him—
does not complete him; rather, she emasculates him.3 One can see that it is David’s
comparison of himself to Jack that motivates his inner struggle with his identity, and it is
worth noting that David, as much as Jack, is a constructed character, not truly based on
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Johnston’s own life.

Kinnane writes that Johnston’s “own healthy activities such as

football and yachting, were suppressed to create the impression of a hypersensitive misfit”
and that Johnston “constructed the childhood that would be consistent with and give rise
to” a treacherous adult (George 216-218). Thus David’s inability to live up to the standard
set by Jack illustrates the way in which the myth of the nation marginalises many
Australians and causes them, like David, to seek out new ideals against which they may
measure their lives. Read in the novel’s historical context, it emerges that American
influence provides the alternate values from which David seeks validation.
After introducing his readers to Jack and himself, and giving a brief history of his
genealogy, David again broaches the topic of an Australia that is seeing the end of an age.
He writes, “Cynicism thrived then in the prevailing climate of disillusionment. People had
found that it’s easy to smash down old standards, but a lot harder to build new ones in their
place” (Johnston My Brother 38).

The sentiment in this passage confirms Adrian

Mitchell’s position that this time period was “the end of the golden age of nationalist
sentiment” (163). It is also seems to resonate with the struggle that David has with his own
identity. He has made it clear already that he holds no illusions about the ANZAC legend
and, as the novel progresses, he too smashes down the old standards. He will reject the
national sentiment that Jack and his family represent and will try to build a new life: a life
that, as will be discussed, has distinct American connotations. However, the Americanstyle life he builds will turn out to be unfulfilling, and the loss of the Australia that Jack
embodies (Kiernan 281) is so painful for David that he ultimately expatriates himself.
Despite David’s aforementioned criticisms of his home and feelings of inadequacy
when measured against the national myth, it would be misleading to assert that he portrays
his home and family in an entirely negative light.

Indeed, he recounts Sundays, or
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sometimes Saturday afternoons, in the kitchen with his mother and sisters endlessly baking
an abundance of treats, ironing, or curling their hair, while he and Jack lick the mixing
bowls. Even his father would sometimes join in, playing Irish jigs on his violin. David
recounts that, “Enmities and prejudices were forgotten and there was always a lot of joking
and laughing and singing of popular songs; these were good days” (Johnston My Brother
47-48). David will discover, however, that in his attempt to free himself from his past, he
must reject the good times along with the bad, and even though he does initially reject these
“good days,” it is, in part, the memory of them that confirms the hollow and unfulfilling
nature of his new life.
In the midst of these recollections of his childhood, David introduces one of the
markers that will be evidence of Jack’s downfall: a marker which is also indicative of the
part America’s influence plays in Jack’s demise. David explains that at the age of twelve,
coinciding with his first sexual experience, Jack “had stopped smoking ‘tailor-made’
cigarettes, on the ground that they were effete, and had taken to rolling his own” (Johnston
My Brother 59). The significance of this is illuminated by Potts and Potts who contend that
tailor-made cigarettes originated in America and were introduced in Australia in the late
Nineteenth Century (Yanks 230). The popularity of these cigarettes increased due to the
influence of American cinema (Lum et al. 313). Read in this light, Jack’s rejection of
“tailor made” cigarettes seems a rejection of American influence in Australia. To reinforce
this idea, one might note that in his War Diary 1942, Johnston equates the smoking of
tailor-made cigarettes by the natives in Papua New Guinea to a loss of their culture (17).
Thus, at the end of the novel when David sees that Jack has given up, and that he is
smoking “tailor made” cigarettes, it appears as though he has finally given in to America’s
influence at the loss of his own Australianness.

81

In the next phase of David’s life, he begins working at a lithographic studio. Just
after briefly describing the people with whom he works, David confesses, “It was never my
intention to defect on the people at Klebendorf and Hardt, and there were times later when I
came to regret the way I had gone about it” (Johnston My Brother 71). David is, of course,
foreshadowing the time when he will leave the studio to become a full time writer, but his
use of the word defect connotes changing alliances from one country to another. It also
signifies a betrayal of one’s country—in David’s case, Australia. For David, the people he
works with at the lithographic studio are, like Jack, typical Australian workingmen (English
26) and the word “defect” further suggests that he is separating himself from “traditional”
Australia and embracing something new. Again, the historical context implies that the new
thing that David is embracing, and to which he is defecting, is an American lifestyle,
something that was portrayed as overtaking Australia. It is a lifestyle that, as the passage
notes, he will come to regret.
David’s defection, which manifests itself in terms of his writing career, represents a
rejection of Australia’s dominant masculine ideology, and its blue-collar culture. It is,
however, also the means through which he attains success in the new age, and his success
seems to be a demonstration of the obsolete nature of “traditional” Australian values.
David begins writing while he is still working at the lithographic studio, publishing a piece
about old ships in “an anachronistic little quay” entitled “The Glory That Was” (Johnston
My Brother 75, 81). The quay where he sees these old ships is like something from the
past that does not belong in the new Australia; while the title of his piece can be read as a
reinforcement of the idea that Britain’s glory is fading away. This piece seems like David’s
way of saying good-bye to the past, but ironically it is also his stepping-stone into the
future, as the success of this piece initiates his writing career. His success points to the
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emergence of a new kind of man, whom David sees as necessary for the new age, one who
will no longer earn his living in the dominant Australian ideology of working with his
hands, but instead, as Rutherford notes, with his wits and cunning (111).
This new mode of life does represent a departure from the values represented by his
family. “In fact,” Brotherson writes, “so great is the rift in values between David and his
family that the mere purchase of a typewriter is sufficient to have the boy ejected from
home” (86). Thus David’s career as a writer denotes a turning away from an older identity
and an embrace of a new one that, in the novel’s historical context, can be read as
influenced by America. The anti-American sentiment comes out in David’s admission that
“I saw as something profound and permanent a change in my life which, in fact, turned out
to be both superficial and temporary” (Johnston My Brother 126). As this chapter points
out, the superficiality of the changes he makes in his life is reinforced over and over in the
novel. At the same time, he finds that his Australian roots are not superficial and cannot be
disregarded so easily. Even after he declares with some finality at the end of the novel that
he is no longer Australian, David feels the pull of Cressida, a genuinely Australian woman.
The second and third novels in the trilogy further reinforce the feeling that Australia has an
inescapable hold on David.
Nevertheless, for David the Great Depression is another signal that Australia is
witnessing the end of an era and that the people like Jack and the men he works with at the
lithographic studio—who symbolise “traditional” Australia—are destined to be left behind
(English 26). The troubled economy is a burden for them, because their labour is no longer
required. In contrast David’s new career as a writer allows him to earn more money than
he could have as a lithographer. David’s access to financial power upsets Jack’s position as
the older brother and the dominant masculine figure in their relationship because Jack is
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forced to the margins when he must borrow money from David to support his wife
(Johnston My Brother 161). This reversal of the brothers’ roles could be read as an
indication of Johnston’s belief that Australia itself is being turned on its head. David’s
assessment of Jack, and traditional Australian workingmen, is that: “Being skilled
craftsmen, they had become the victims of their own craft skills and specialisations: there
was nothing else they could do and nowhere else for them to go” (Johnston My Brother
168). Thus David’s success in the face of a crisis that almost kills Jack suggests that a new
kind of man is necessary to survive in Australia’s changing society.
However, despite David’s personal struggle with his identity and pleasure with his
newfound success, the recognition that the Australia represented by Jack can no longer
survive in the new age is painful for him. One perceives this when Jack’s struggle to find
work during the Great Depression ends disastrously and nearly claims his life.

The

possibility of Jack’s death causes David great anguish, and after this incident, the tone of
the novel begins to change. One night, as David is sitting by Jack’s bedside watching over
him, it looks as if Jack has died, filling him “with unspeakable horror”. He calls his mother
in, who reassures him that Jack is still alive, but David confides, “I moved across to the
chest-of-drawers and reached for the bottle of medicinal brandy. That was the first drink of
alcohol I had ever taken. I pulled the cork out and drank from the bottle—one choking,
scalding gulp to burn the pain out” (Johnston My Brother 179-180). The act of taking his
first drink of alcohol can be read as symbolic of the change that is taking place within
David. It is reminiscent of Australia’s drinking culture (S. Walker 165) and from this point
forward he starts to see his brother as less of an anachronism and more as what a man
should be, despite his belief that Australia is changing irrevocably. The incident seems to
demonstrate the indomitability of Australia’s spirit and foreshadows the pull of Australian
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identity in David’s life. As discussed, many Australians blamed the United States for the
Great Depression, and while it is not explicitly stated in the novel, the sense is that David’s
taking on of American values is behind this disruption to Jack’s life, to Australian life, that
causes David so much agony.
David’s Rejection of His Past
Even though David begins to see Jack differently after this near-death experience,
he still struggles with his own identity and his place in the world. It is as if David can see
value in the kind of life that Jack represents, but cannot see his own place in that older
Australia, and therefore searches for a new way to define himself. As a result, in an attempt
to close the door on his childhood and to bring in a new phase in his life, he uses the money
he has earned as a writer to remodel his parents’ house. As a part of these improvements,
he tears out the “Dollicus,” a plant which seems, in his mind, to symbolise “traditional”
Australia. He writes,
although I remember ripping it down very savagely, it was not until I was in
the front hallway hammering up the new panelling that I realised what I was
doing . . . I was trying to hammer out all the past, trying to seal it off forever
behind a skin of polished veneer . . . desperately driving nail after nail after
nail through the treacherous emotions of a tiny suburban history. (Johnston
My Brother 181-182)
David knows that he is trying to wipe away the memories of his youth—to wipe away the
“treacherous” Australian experiences in his life that have marginalised him—and to change
his identity. However, his use of veneer to make these improvements echoes his earlier
comment that the changes in his life are “superficial and temporary,” and foreshadows his
later quest for substance. There is also a connection to American-style consumerism4
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which supports the notion that David is having “an affair with America” that will be
reinforced as he builds his life in Beverly Grove.
It seems natural, then, that after this episode David would begin a relationship with
Helen Midgeley—the woman who later becomes his wife—as she too is portrayed as
superficial: the personification of America’s hollow but seductive consumer culture. This
picture of Helen emerges when David goes to her house to pick her up for his mother’s
sixtieth birthday party. David tells his readers that Helen “seemed in every way superior to
my own background, so utterly different in every imaginable aspect from my two sisters.”
He notices that she is dressed “very smartly in a suit of imitation Donegal” and describes in
detail the outfit that she is wearing, concluding that he “felt intensely proud of her”
(Johnston My Brother 224). It is not a coincidence that David uses the phrase “seemed
superior,” or that her suit was “imitation Donegal,” because Helen only gives the
appearance that she is of a higher, fashionable class. The reality of her life is starkly
different, as David notes. She lives in:
part of a big, gloomy, decaying weatherboard house that seemed to be
breaking apart at every joint . . . it was remarkable for the things about it that
were broken, because it had a broken tower with a broken clock face and a
broken staircase and a broken weather-vane and a broken dove-cot and
broken spouting hanging from the eves and a broken summer-house and
broken swings in a rank, overgrown garden which at some time or another
seemed to have included a tennis court and a croquet green. (Johnston My
Brother 222)
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Here, David uses the word “broken” nine times within three sentences to describe her
house, noting that it was the kind of house in which one imagined that someone had just
scuttled off into hiding.
Helen’s house, which can be interpreted as her roots—the place from which she
comes—is ominous, decaying and shadowy, as if it is hiding something terrible, and yet
Helen emerges from this mess looking like a shining angel. She wears an exterior coating
that does not show the world her roots; in this way, she seems a by-product of a modern
consuming society, concerned more with putting on a successful façade than creating a life
that is personally fulfilling and disregarding what others may think. As Colmer argues, she
is a “willing and uncritical servant of inauthenticity [who has] acquired a set of fashionable
left-wing political views from her superficial reading of Marx’s Capital and Veblen’s The
Theory of the Leisure Class” (41). Accordingly, for David, Helen personifies the veneer
that he hammers up to cover his past and break ties with his Australian roots; and yet it
seems tragic that David would seek a new identity with someone for whom he feels no
passion. In spite of being attracted to Helen, David regrets thinking that she is prettier than
Jack’s wife Sheila and refers to the place where he meets her as “the setting of [his]
downfall” (Johnston My Brother 188, 190). These conflicting attitudes reflect his inner
struggle, as he seems to be caught between a position of admiration for an older Australia,
as represented by Sheila, and Helen’s seductive power, a power which David seems unable
to resist. Rutherford concurs, arguing that “David is passive and feminine in relation to
[Helen]; it is she who seduces him, determines his life, chooses his friends, his clothes,
[and] his furniture” (112). Ultimately David’s relationship with Helen seems to be a
reflection of Australia’s relationship with America.

In spite of the protests against

America’s cultural influence in Australia, it seemed to be an unstoppable force. David’s
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embrace of Helen, who, as will be detailed, has many American characteristics, also seems
to echo Altman’s belief that for many Australians, America is the only alternative to
“traditional” Australian identity (127).
David’s Life with Helen
Connecting Helen to America may seem a bit presumptuous. Certainly there is very
little explicit evidence in the novel to make such a connection. However, if one compares
Helen’s character to some of Johnston’s descriptions of American women in his work
Skyscrapers in the Mist, an unmistakable parallel emerges. Johnston writes:
It is said that [the American woman] controls the greater share of the
nation’s purse strings, that no other country on earth is so ‘run’ by women,
that most of American life centres about the home with the woman as the
central figure, that the United States should be called the Great American
Matriarchy. (Skyscrapers 127)
He confirms this later, writing, “Usually [the American woman] gets her own way in most
of the things she sets out after” (Johnston Skyscrapers 139). The similarity is that in
David’s marriage to Helen, she is in control; she is the central figure; their relationship, as
Rutherford points out, is a matriarchal one. Johnston does admit that this picture of the
American woman is an exaggeration, but that only reinforces the interpretation that Helen
is symbolic of America. She is an exaggeration. As Kinnane argues, Helen is nothing at all
like Johnston’s first wife Elsie (George 221-223). Thus Helen, as an exaggerated symbol
for American influence, fits in perfectly. After all, Jack, David, and their parents are all
exaggerated characters as well (Eagle 38, 39; Kinnane “The Reconstruction” 435-436).
Further evidence of Helen’s connection to America can be found in Johnston’s
claims—a sentiment that parallels David’s comparison of his sisters to Helen—that
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American women are “better groomed” and “more sophisticated” than Australian women
(Skyscrapers 132). Johnston then describes a time when he lectured some high school
students “in a provincial city in New York State” and comments specifically upon the five
hundred girls in the audience:
They were all dressed fashionably, a great many of them had figures of
astonishing ripeness, and I was surprised at the number of girls who faces
were expertly made up, lips redly modelled, fingernails lacquered, hair
permanently waved and even eyebrows plucked into the standardized arch of
the American magazine cover. (Skyscrapers 133)
This description seems to match Helen precisely. David notes upon seeing Helen in the
library that “Her hair . . . waved very smoothly to the nape of her neck . . . Her eyebrows . .
. were plucked to the finest of arches . . . she was dressed very smartly . . . her small waist
was cinched in with a red leather belt . . . Her lipstick was of the same red—dark and
daring” (Johnston My Brother 187). Earlier in these impressions, Johnston claims that
American women are more sexually active than Australian women, expressing surprise that
“many Americans told [him] that the American girl often began her sex adventures at the
age of sixteen or even earlier” (Skyscrapers 135). Helen’s implied sexual promiscuity in
My Brother Jack (Johnston 193) seems to mirror the behaviour of American women as
recorded by Johnston. Whether Johnston was conscious of these parallels or not, it does
appear that Helen is based on Johnston’s characterisation of American women.
Helen is also portrayed as possessing American qualities when she “decided to
make [David] her husband.” David explains Helen’s rationale for choosing him:
She could see that I was beginning to cut something of a figure in the world
of Melbourne journalism; I had standing, a good salary, a developing
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reputation, a political malleability which she would find much pleasure in
working on; I was in every way eligible, and I was exactly the partner to
share her own potential expansion, socially, intellectually, politically, and
economically. (Johnston My Brother 205-206)
Again, a parallel can be found in Johnston’s impressions of Americans. He writes that “the
predominating ambition of the majority of American girls is to be married and to have a
home. . . . the modern American girl fights, too—for a man, for success for the fulfilment
of ambition for luxuries, for recognition, for glamour” (Johnston Skyscrapers 132). Helen
does fight to keep David, prohibiting him from fighting in Spain, discouraging him from
joining the army when World War Two breaks out, and directing their future together. As
David discovers, their marriage is meant to fulfil Helen’s ambitions; he is merely the means
to this end. In this light, Helen’s depiction encourages a reading of her as a symbol for
American influence, an idea that is reinforced at the end of the novel when she picks up
American slang, smokes American cigarettes, and has intimate relationships with American
officers (Johnston My Brother 336). Thus, when David’s narrative shows him trying to
free himself from Helen and the life they have built together one senses that David is really
trying to free himself from American influence.
Not only is Helen imbued with American characteristics—which is to be reinforced
by the playing of “American March Medley” on the pianola as she enters the front room
during the birthday party for David’s mother (Johnston My Brother 225)—she is also
portrayed in direct opposition to Jack and the rest of David’s family, that is, to Australia.
The party is an event that should be a reminder of the good times, with a veritable banquet
set out for everyone. However, this is also the first time that David’s family meets Helen,
who does not even try to fit in, and this leads to conflict. David acknowledges that Helen
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“was not comfortable. She even sat stiffly, with her handbag and gloves still on her lap, as
if to imply that she would prefer not to stay for very long, and she was anything but relaxed
as far as the swarming children on the floor were concerned” (Johnston My Brother 232).
One can read Helen’s uneasiness with David’s family and the children, along with David’s
description of them as “swarming,” as an indication of her and David’s rejection of typical
hetero-normative Australian family life. It seems clear that Helen does not endorse the
lifestyle associated with Australia’s “traditional” identity, and by the end of the party David
chooses Helen over his family. This scene is one of the climaxes in the narrative, as David
finally stands up to Jack—offending Jack and wounding him—and makes a break from his
family, which can be read as a rejection of his Australian identity.
This separation happens just after David and Jack come inside the house following a
break in the back yard. They find a commotion because one of the children has spilled jam
on Helen’s dress. David’s mother is trying hopelessly to get it clean; the child who spilled
the jam is crying in the corner; and Sheila and Jean are giving David’s mother moral
support. Amid this chaos, David becomes aware that he has to make a choice:
I realised that from the very first moment of our arrival at the house the visit
had been fateful, that everything had been working towards this point we
had now reached, momentous and irrevocable, where I had to choose
between inflicting pain or suffering it, and the thrall of this cool and
beautiful woman reached me like a command across the crowded tension of
the room, and I realised that the price of alliance had been fixed and that it
would have to be a continuation of the hurt I had deliberately given to Jack
in the back yard, and that I would have to go on hurting and hurting and
hurting. (Johnston My Brother 241)
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David’s use of the word “alliance” in this passage is ironic as he is literally breaking ties
with Jack and his family. Indeed, he is breaking ties with a traditional Australia and he is
forming an alliance with Helen, a woman who is “cool and beautiful,” seductively veneered
and, in a reflection of Johnston’s description of American women, able to “command”
David. The word is also reminiscent of the importance being stressed on Australia’s
alliance with America during this time period. Viewed through this lens, the alliance with
Helen can be interpreted as a metaphor for Australia’s welcome of America, and reinforces
David’s marriage as the beginning of his “affair with America.”
Two months after this party, David and Helen are married. David concedes:
What I principally remember about it is that . . . I had the odd wish that
something calamitous would happen . . . which might bring a stop, or at least
to a postponement, a series of fantastic processes which quite suddenly
seemed to me to be moving me against my will and better judgment towards
a suspect destiny. . . . that I was committing myself to a rash act of selfbetrayal . . . unaware of the self-delusions that have placed [me] there.
(Johnston My Brother 245-246)
If Helen is read as symbolic of American influence in Australia, then this passage suggests
that Australia’s acceptance of America’s influence has been a mistake. The anachronistic
tone of this passage is both reflective of an older, wiser narrator commenting on the
mistakes of his youth, and an older and wiser Johnston, looking at Australia’s alliance with
America. The novel was written in the 1960s, and Australians were no longer troubled by
the immediate threat of a Japanese invasion. Looking back in this frame of mind could
cause the threat of invasion to seem like a “delusion,” and the war itself a “a fantastic set of
processes,” which did, as noted earlier by Bell and Bell, move Australia, “against its will,”
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towards several economic agreements with America and the “suspect destiny,” that
continues to be a concern of some Australians, as evidenced in Andrew McGahan’s novel
Underground.
Nevertheless as the narrative proceeds and the point of view becomes more
contemporaneous with the setting of the novel, David expresses his satisfaction with the
early months of his marriage. Reinforcing the theme of a new age, David boasts that Helen
“was the ideal companion for this new, modern, sophisticated, and challenging world”
(Johnston My Brother 248), and under her guidance, they move into a new suburb called
Beverley Grove. David recognises that the houses there are basically mass-produced, with
only subtle differences. He admits, however, that he has to “pause to marvel at the
deadening democracy of a system which could dictate, over nearly one square-mile of
human habitation, that no man should have one more light-switch or power-point or waterfaucet or sliding drawer than any other!” (Johnston My Brother 251). Read in the context
that for Johnston the concepts of “mass production” and “standardization” are associated
with America (Johnston Skyscrapers 183-184),5 this mass produced, standardised suburb
seems to reflect America’s influence in Australia. It is a suburb for the changing world and
represents another attempt by David to leave the old Australia behind.

Yet his

anachronistic remark above shows his distaste for the “deadening democracy” which
dictates his new life. The symbolism is reinforced by David’s later realisation that all the
native plants and trees have been destroyed in order to build this suburb. Thus one can read
a criticism of American influence: as it spreads, Australia’s “traditional” way of life is
being destroyed.
The lifestyle that David adopts while living in Beverly Grove seems to be another
reflection of America’s influence in Australia. He writes that his new life and his new

93

house “were immediate tokens and symbols of social progression. Of an advancement in
caste, even.”

He describes “the cocktail parties,” weekend drives, Sundays spent ritually

cleaning cars, mowing lawns, trimming hedges and watering gardens, and “Helen’s homemaking,” which is influenced by the American magazine, Ladies’ Home Journal (Johnston
My Brother 250, 252, 253, 256, 263, 276).

David’s depiction of Beverly Grove is

remarkably similar to Johnston’s depiction of Westchester County in New York State.
Johnston writes of the “sumptuous mansion houses and scintillating cocktail parties and
almost audible air of smug self-satisfaction . . . Sundays being the only time set apart by
them for all manner of vain sports and lewd diversions” (Johnston Skyscrapers 130). He
also refers to “the Quiet Weekend”—going for a drive on the weekend to get away from the
city—as an “American institution” (Johnston Skyscrapers 37), and, for Johnston, homemaking was one of the key characteristics of “the typical American woman” (Johnston
Skyscrapers 131).

Therefore, it is no surprise that Helen takes her advice from an

American magazine which is owned by the Meredith Corporation (“125 Years”), providing
David with yet another American connection.

Within the next ten pages, David

experiences a change of heart, and this suburban lifestyle becomes a source of frustration
for him.
One of the principal features of David’s life in Beverly Grove is that it only appears
as though he owns the things in his life. He realises this while he is on the roof installing
an antenna for a new radio purchased on a “time-payment agreement.” David confesses, “I
had mortgaged my life and my career for years ahead,” and as he looks through all the other
agreements stuffed in his desk, making “desperate calculations” of the money that he owes
and the instalments that will be due, one senses his impending financial doom (Johnston
My Brother 284, 286-287). David’s situation resembles Johnston’s description of America
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prior to the Great Depression. Johnston writes that, “the American people . . . floated along
on a surging wave of . . . a time-payment system gone mad; floated along toward another
and much more devastating explosion (Johnston Skyscrapers 105). The similarity of these
situations reinforces a reading of his new life with Helen in Beverly Grove as an Americanstyle life. 6 Such a reading reflects the historical fact that Australia was witnessing the end
of an age, and the dawn of a new one in which American influence was dominating the
country. It is therefore significant that David finds his new life, his new home, and his new
wife shallow, hollow, and unfulfilling.

From this perspective, David’s attempt to

disentangle himself from this new life can be interpreted as an attempt to break free from
American influence, an idea that becomes clearer in the midst of David’s troubled selfexamination.
David’s Need for Substance
The person who forces David to re-examine his life is a fellow journalist, Gavin
Turley. Gavin and his wife are the only one of David’s new friends, all of whom were
picked by Helen, who do not leave him “feeling flat and bored and empty” (Johnston My
Brother 264). Hence when the Turleys invite David and Helen to dinner, he gladly accepts.
This visit, however, as Thurley argues, “is decisive in crystallizing David’s own disgust
with the life he and Helen have set up, or rather which he has allowed her to set up” (73).
Their dinner, as David notes, is simple and wonderful, consisting of a huge steak-andkidney pie, clear soup, mousse, dry biscuits and cheese. It is a meal that reminds David of
his childhood and his home, and is a stark contrast to Helen’s usual cooking, which he says
is clever and exotic but ultimately produces “tasteless plates of nothing.” David declares
that Gavin:
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cut down into the pie and the steam came and the rich baking smell, and it
went inside my head like an ecstatic drug, and for a magical instant I was
back in the old kitchen, with Mother and Jean and Marj all baking away on a
Sunday morning and Dad with his violin out fiddling away at the Irish jigs
in a stink of flying resin. (Johnston My Brother 268)
This passage suggests that Gavin and his wife, like David’s family, represent a more
“traditional” Australian way of life. While it is true that, on the surface, the Turleys have
very little in common with David’s family, there is a deeper connection reflected in the
passage above, which could be read to represent the depth and tenacity of the Australian
values that still captivate David. Both families are living lives of substance: something that
is missing in David’s American-influenced life with Helen.
The central challenge to David’s new way of life, however, revolves around his
identity as a writer. After dinner, David and Gavin go into Gavin’s study, which is a mess
with books stacked up, paper everywhere, and piles of notebooks and folders covering his
work table. David admits that his own study by contrast is pristine; everything is kept neat
and tidy by Helen. The distinction between the two studies seems to challenge David’s
identity as a writer, because he realises Gavin is actually writing pieces not related to work.
David is not. Gavin has written one book already and is in the process of writing another.
He tells David, in a phrase reminiscent of Jack’s language that, “one has to have a go at
these things” (Johnston My Brother 273). David realises that while his study looks good, it
lacks substance; he does “nothing” in his study, and is therefore not a “real” writer. During
their conversation Gavin also challenges David’s standards as a writer. He says, “you do, I
suspect, have tendencies towards the slightly unscrupulous. Probably your best talent at the
moment is for polishing things to the highest possible burnish” (Johnston My Brother 272).
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Gavin, who is a reminder of a more traditional Australian man, seems to be implying that
David’s writing, like his life, is a highly polished veneer that lacks any truth or substance.
Gavin’s life, in contrast, can be read as having substance and meaning, and David is deeply
disturbed by Gavin’s insights. Gavin’s comments force David to examine the life that he
has built with Helen and trigger David’s desire for change. Gavin’s influence over David
highlights the tenacity of Australia’s hold on his life, and it is through this reminder of his
roots that he sees his new American-style identity as empty.
The first, and arguably the most important, manifestation of David’s desire to
restore his Australian identity is that he suddenly has a need to be away from Helen. He
seeks refuge away from her in his study and when she asks about him, he tells her to go
away, remembering, however, that he has not always sought refuge from her. He writes, “I
had not sought privacy then, I had preferred to be sharing things with her, I had enjoyed her
frivolous, inconsequential half-flirtations when she would be there” (Johnston My Brother
278). This can be read as an acknowledgement that David wanted the life he has: “I had
chosen it, of my own free will,” David concedes. “I had planned for it, approved of it,
connived at it, worked for it” (Johnston My Brother 285). Here is an admission that he
willingly enslaved himself to Helen and willingly embraced an American-style life. It
seems a reflection of the process of American influence in Australia.

As previously

mentioned, there were indeed complaints—and justifiably so—that America’s foothold in
Australia was gained through coercive means. Nevertheless, if Australians did not buy
American products, watch American movies, plays and television shows, or adopt
American cultural patterns, then Australia would not be subject to America’s influence. In
David’s admission that he willingly enslaved himself to Helen and his new life (Johnston
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My Brother 246, 285), Johnston is suggesting that Australians have a part to play in the loss
of a more “traditional” Australian identity.
Then, in the midst of his “troubled self-examination,” David notices a reproduction
of a Thomas Somerscales’ painting, “Off Valparaiso,” reminding him of his brother Jack,
who, after failing to find work in Chile, was shipped back to Australia as a Distressed
British Citizen.

This connection signals a desire to return to Jack, and Australia’s

“traditional” identity (Thurley 65) and indicates a belief that Jack holds the answer, or at
least part of the answer, to David’s identity crisis. His longing for something Australian in
his life again becomes clear when later in the novel he says to Helen, “I think I’m going to
plant a huge black Dollicus outside my study window” (Johnston My Brother 295). The
thing that he had ripped out so savagely, and tried so hard to destroy has come back to him
symbolising an inescapable desire to restore, at least in part, his Australian identity. The
subtext of David’s desire to plant a Dollicus is that his life is lacking something, and again,
one can interpret this as a criticism of unfulfilling nature of the American values he has
adopted.
While David is alone in his study, Gavin’s observations confront him and he sees
that his study, too, is a reminder of the hollow and shallow life he has built for himself. In
a moment of passion which he calls an attack on Helen, he radically rearranges his study.
During the process, he grabs Ibsen’s The Master Builder, and hurls it against the wall
yelling, “And I don’t even understand Ibsen!” (Johnston My Brother 280). It is appropriate
that David should choose this play to toss away because the main character’s life is
unhappy and his biggest fear is “supersession by the younger generation” (Downs 181). In
Ibsen’s play, one can see parallels to David’s life, and David’s act of tossing the book
away, the only one he names, could be seen as an act of discrediting the idea that a new
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generation must displace the old ideals. He likewise rejects Helen by complaining about
the desk that she buys for him and insists that he would rather have a work table (Johnston
My Brother 281). David seems to connect a work table with an older, more Australian
identity—as symbolised by the table in Gavin Turley’s study and the table at which he
worked in Avalon—so that his desire for one in his study can be read as a desire to return to
a more “traditional” Australian lifestyle.
One of the most blatant examples of, and a perfect metaphor for, David’s desire to
reclaim his Australian roots is his purchase of a sugar gum tree for their house. This tree
has been referred to as the “essence of the Australian flora” (“Eucalypts”), and David
admits that he uses it as a weapon to free himself from Helen (Johnston My Brother 294).
Helen complains that gum trees are too ordinary and that she wants something more
“decorative” to plant in their front garden (Johnston My Brother 291). The irony is that it is
the only gum tree in the neighbourhood, making it anything but ordinary. Nevertheless, the
tree does not fit into the kind of veneered life that Helen has built for herself, and David
knows this. The claim could be made that David does not actually choose the gum tree
because the nursery owner recommends it. However, a sugar gum is exactly what David
wanted from a tree, so one could posit that subconsciously he was looking for something
which represents the essence of Australia, an idea that is reinforced by David’s behaviour
in general. For David the tree has substance, unlike the rest of the couple’s veneered life.
In light of the nursery owner’s warning that it will thrive only at the expense of other
vegetation, the gum tree can be read as the relentless force of Australia’s spirit, confirming
the feeling represented by Jack’s near-death experience after failing to find work during the
Great Depression. In the end, David’s neighbours force him to remove the tree. However,
he feels that the incident represents a battle won in his fight to free himself from Helen’s
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power because, as he confesses, he used the tree to finally break through her veneered
exterior (Johnston My Brother 297). The suggestion in this passage is that one of the ways
that Australians can resist American influence—can break through the veneered exterior of
the American image—is by embracing their Australian heritage.
Jack’s and David’s Destiny
Just after this incident with the gum tree, the narrative is again focused on Jack, who
reflects Australia’s struggle to preserve its identity. At this point in the novel, Australia has
joined England in a declaration of war which draws it into World War Two and Jack is one
of the first to enlist in the Army. To David it seems as though this is Jack’s destiny and
when, several weeks later, David sees him as a soldier at the Army training centre, he
writes, “it was almost as if [Jack] had been fined down to the ‘essential Jack,’ as if this was
what my brother really should look like . . . as a proper man should look.” Nevertheless,
when David describes Jack as a “sunburnt Icarus,” (Johnston My Brother 305, 309) the
reader is left with the impression that Jack’s downfall is eminent. This is a passage that
again reveals the complexity of David’s struggle with identity. On the one hand, this image
of Jack suggests admiration for the national myth that, as Mares argues, Jack represents (“A
Review” 54-55). On the other hand, the subtext of this passage implies that David, who
looks nothing like Jack, is not a proper man. There is a sense that the national myth
marginalises David, which, as aforementioned, causes David to look for a set of values that
do not marginalise him. He has turned to American values for validation because he feels
that he can never meet the standard of Australian identity set by his brother Jack. In doing
so, however, he feels that he has betrayed his brother and betrayed his country. Ultimately,
the only way David is able reconcile these two competing forces is by expatriating himself
from the country.
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During this same visit to the Army training centre, David discovers that Jack’s
superiors want him to become a non-commissioned officer, but, in the spirit of Russel
Ward’s typical Australian (17), Jack refuses. The next news David has of Jack is that his
pelvis has been broken while training. It is an injury from which Jack never recovers,
keeping him from ever being sent to war. The irony is that, had Jack been willing to take
the promotion, he might have saved himself from this pelvis injury that keeps him from
fulfilling his ANZAC destiny, and earning glory in battle. Another irony is that David’s
success as a journalist puts him in a position of power, and after the second injury to his
pelvis, Jack asks for David’s help in getting posted overseas. Thus, it becomes clear that
Jack’s status as a fit representative of Russel Ward’s “the Australian Legend” (Thurley 78)
has been overshadowed by David and the changing nature of Australian society under
America’s influence. Through this incident, one sees that Jack’s time has passed (English
26), and that, resonating with the words of Robin Boyd about Australia’s film industry,
Jack belongs “to a time when Australia also was making her own language and her own
legend” (“American” 149). The anti-American sentiment can be perceived in the tone of
the novel. David does not celebrate Jack’s downfall. Instead it causes him intense grief,
anguish, and guilt.
In the ensuing pages, David is appointed as a war correspondent and is sent to New
Guinea to cover the war there for more than a year. His experience earns him “a greatly
enhanced reputation,” with his dispatches being “admired, syndicated, [and] published
abroad,” and yet he admits that he was often nowhere near the battles about which he wrote
(Johnston My Brother 334-335). This reflects Johnston’s complaint in his War Diary 1942
about an American, Hanson Baldwin, who was a reporter for the New York Times (130).
David also says that his success has come as the result of his practicing the art of deception:
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the very qualities for which Gavin Turley had criticised him. One might then argue that
David is again embracing the hollowness associated with his American lifestyle, and that
overall the novel does not reject America’s influence. While in some sense this is true, it is
obvious that David is still not happy. The self-deprecating tone of the novel, as well as
David’s psychological expatriation from Australia, instead suggest that because of his
acceptance of American ideology, he is no longer worthy to live in Australia.

As

mentioned, Jack’s defeat, his construction of David as a hero, is not a victory for David;
instead, he refers to it as “the last final excruciating turn of the screw” (Johnston My
Brother 382). David realises that if he is going to succeed in the new age, he will have to
accept American values, but he feels that he has betrayed his brother and his country in
doing so. This symbolic betrayal of his country is made concrete when David discovers
that he could have helped Jack get overseas if he had only acted when Jack initially asked.
It is also important to recognise that David does not fully embrace American
ideology. Indeed, he rejects Helen in favour of Cressida Morley, the woman who, it is
assumed, is the love of his life. She, too, can be seen as having a connection to Jack, as
David first meets her on the golf links where he and Jack used to play. In their second
meeting two years later, Gavin says that Cressida is truly Australian, and David agrees. He
writes, “I saw suddenly that there was something about her, some absolute and perfect
directness that reminded me of my brother Jack . . . she was not the same sort of person as
Jack, no, but she was the same sort of thing” (Johnston My Brother 371). This sentence
confirms Jack’s status as an icon, because while he says that Cressida does not have the
same personality traits as Jack, she has the same abstract quality about her; she, too, is an
icon—“the one woman who belongs within the ANZAC mythos . . . her sex is her only
divergence from the model of the noble bushman” (Rutherford 112). With her, David is no
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longer lonely, and yet one is reminded of the significance that the divergence of her gender
plays when David wonders whether or not she can cook (Johnston My Brother 365). So
while one might want to think of her as a younger and newer version of the Australian
myth, a character who might survive in the dawning age, it seems clear that she cannot
escape the dominant gender roles. Nevertheless, something about Cressida, who parallels
Sheila, completes David. Just as with the gum tree David plants, Cressida is a means for
David to break away from Helen. It takes an embrace of something considered truly
Australian to escape America’s influence. However, as her name implies, she, too, will
betray David, again suggesting that he is not worthy to be an Australian.
Finally, there are other signals that point to the anti-American sentiment in the
novel. After David’s return from New Guinea, he is sent on a world tour as a war
correspondent, to get experience and make connections. The first place to which David is
sent is America, because it is “more and more becoming the vital nerve–centre of the whole
global picture” and, in a reflection of contemporary critics of America, David “found it a
pleasant war there” (Johnston My Brother 348). There is in this an admission of America’s
increasing importance in the world, and at the same time, the words resonate with the
feelings at the time that America was not doing enough during the war, that Australians
were shouldering more of the burden. When David returns from his world tour, he is
“shocked” and “startled” to find that Melbourne has become Americanised. He writes that
“manners [had] deteriorated . . . shiploads of ‘G.I. Brides’ were leaving for the States . . .
that the slang in common usage was almost more American than Australian [and that there
was] a whole pattern of new caste-snobberies” (Johnston My Brother 359).

These

sentiments reflect the views of contemporary Australian critics of America. While this is a
rather minute section of a large novel, it is here that David learns that Jack has given up and
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here that David finally acknowledges that something must be done about his relationship
with Helen.

This section suggests the interconnectedness of Helen, America, Jack’s

demise, and the unpleasant changes taking place in Australia; they are all fatefully bound
together. This intersection of competing forces in David’s life creates a lens through which
the entire novel may be viewed. Thus one can see Jack’s downfall, David’s life with
Helen, and the new age in Australia in relation to America’s influence. It is a lens that
reinforces a reading of My Brother Jack which draws out the anti-American sentiment.
The conclusion of the novel shows David once again betraying Jack, this time to be
with Cressida. Jack has begun to live vicariously through David (English 41), and in the
final scene the reader is left with a sense of sorrow and pity for Jack. According to the
structure of this novel, readers would be likely to view David as the protagonist of this
narrative, and in such a narrative structure, it is assumed that the protagonist is the
“endorsed” character. Following this logic, it would seem that the “new man” that David
represents is being recommended for Australia’s future. David’s narrative, however, is
complex and there is a sense that he disapproves of his own actions, seeing himself as
selfish, vacuous, and a phony. While his success is indicative of the changing nature of the
world, which seems inevitable, there is also a sense that Australia would be in a better
position without people like him. Just as it is ironic that Jack’s downfall is due to his ideal
status, it is also ironic that David is the supposed “hero” of this narrative and Jack’s hero
(Thurley 78-79). Even though at the end of this novel, David feels that he is not worthy to
call himself an Australian, what he ultimately learns in the final two volumes of the
Meredith trilogy is that Australia will always welcome home one of its children. His “affair
with America” is only temporary, and ultimately leaves him with a desire to preserve an
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Australia that remembers, recognises and values its links to Jack’s Australia, but is not
imprisoned by them either.
Conclusion
My Brother Jack can be read as an acknowledgment that Australia is seeing the end
of an age: Australia is changing under America’s influence. It suggests, however, that
those changes are impacting Australia in a negative way and the novel seems to encourage
resistance to America’s influence. This reading is primarily based on David’s struggle with
his identity, his relationship with Helen, and Jack’s fate. Jack represents the spirit of an
older Australian ideal of mythic proportions. It could be said that he is Russel Ward’s
“Australian Legend.” However, Jack represents a standard that David cannot reach, and
this leaves him searching elsewhere for validation. Thus David turns to the example of the
United States whose burgeoning cultural influence has come to Australia. Nevertheless, as
David’s character develops, he realises that American values leave him feeling a desolate
despair, and so he struggles to take back his Australian identity. Ultimately he fails to do
so, and in the end exiles himself from Australia for not being Australian enough. The
power that David had to save Jack seems to reflect the power that Australian citizens have
to save the spirit of their country from the invading American values. The lesson he learns
when he fails to help Jack, could be read as a lesson for all Australians: that they must
intervene to save their country from America’s influence before it is too late.
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Notes
1. See Mares “Recent” 245; Eagle 39; Brotherson 85; Rutherford 112; Scheckter 120;
Colmer 35;Thurley 66; A. E. Goodwin 111-113; & Garton 89.
2. See Johnston My Brother Jack 15, 24-25, 39, 49, 50, 51, 53, 54, 56, 58, 59, 62, 123,
139, 149, 154-155, 172, 305, 308; R. Ward 17, 61, 68, 139, 219; Kalantzis 7;
Cunningham 207, 208; Clarke “The Future” 48-49; Sheridan 45; Rutherford 112;
Moore and Crotty 31, 32; “The Rural”; Garton 86, 94; Murrie “The Australian” 69;
Rickard 78; & S. Walker 166.
3. See Johnston My Brother Jack 27, 42, 49, 50, 52, 55, 60, 63, 66, 90-91, 215;
Rutherford 112; & Murrie “The Australian” 68, 72
4. Robin Boyd, in The Australian Ugliness, argues that veneer is one of the hallmarks
of Australia’s identity. However, he also argues that another of the hallmarks of
Australia’s identity is its reliance on America for an example. He refers to the
hybrid of American and Australian styles as “Austerica”. According to Thomas C.
Jester in Twentieth-Century Building Materials, veneer was first patented by John
K. Mayo in the United States in 1865, and saw significant increases in production
after the First World War, which coincided with a rise in manufacturing advances
(132-134). Thus veneer does seem to be a product of an American consumer
society, which was then, in accordance with Boyd’s claim, adopted by Australians
and incorporated into its identity. The time period between the setting of My
Brother Jack and the publication of The Australian Ugliness would have been
adequate to allow for this process.
5. O’Reilly notes that Beverly Grove is based on Glen Iris, the suburb in which
Johnston lived with his first wife (Between 147). One might see this as a
contradiction of the idea that Beverly Grove is representative of an American
suburb. However, when one, again, considers that many of the other characters and
settings are exaggerations of people and places in Johnston’s life, the possibility
emerges that Beverly Grove is an exaggeration of Glen Iris for the purpose of
showing America’s influence in Australia. While O’Reilly does argue that Beverly
Grove is an extension of the suburb where David grew up, and while his literature
review does point out that in Australia’s anti-suburban intellectual community,
ideas of “conformity,” “homogeneity,” and “materialism” were associated with
Australia’s suburban culture—and even suggests that America’s anti-suburban
culture was patterned after sentiment in Australia and Britain—there is a feeling in
the novel, which will be discussed, that something “Australian” is missing from
Beverly Grove. Thus these concepts seem to be dissociated from Australia and, in
view of Johnston’s impressions of America, give it an American feel.
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6. One might point to David’s purchase of an MG, an English car, as an indication that
his new life is not completely based on America’s influence. After all, there were
American cars available for purchase at this time that David did not choose to buy.
It is particularly striking that the one aspect of David’s new life that Jack accepts
wholeheartedly is this car. The point of this argument is not that David’s new life is
one-hundred per cent American, but rather that he is in the process of negotiating a
new identity for himself that is heavily influenced by American culture. There are,
of course, British values that he is sifting through as well in trying to construct a
new identity for himself. He does, however, embrace a set of values that, based on
Johnston’s writing, appear to be American inspired and it is these values in
particular, not the British values, that leave him feeling hollow and unfilled. It
seems that no matter how great America’s influence is in Australia, it will always
retain characteristics of its British roots. David’s purchase of an MG, in the midst
of a life that seems predominantly American reflects this. It does not, however,
contradict the claim that David has mainly adopted an American set of values in the
pursuit of a new identity.
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Chapter Four
John Howard, the “Little Brother”

Introduction
Andrew McGahan’s 2006 novel Underground portrays an Australia in which it is
almost too late to save the country from America’s influence, creating a sense of urgency
through its satirical treatment of Australia’s relationship with America. According to
Kerryn Goldsworthy, it “has the feral quality of good political cartooning, a willingness to
caricature in bold strokes, to make laconically savage fun of solemn hypocrisies, and to go
straight for the throat” of Australia’s political culture (9). For the most part, McGahan’s
novel traces its history back to the terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001: a time in
which, as in the settings of Robbery Under Arms and My Brother Jack, Australia (and as
many would argue, the rest of the world) was experiencing massive social and political
changes. It does, however, also suggest that Australia’s political position during this period
is a direct result of the country’s dependence upon America during the Second World War.
In a reflection of the view of many contemporary social and political commentators,
Underground’s characters propose that such a dependent relationship is no longer necessary
and that its eagerness to support America will cause Australia to lose credibility on the
world stage. The text likewise suggests that Australia’s close relationship to America is a
threat to its security and traditional way of life. By examining the novel in its historical
context and reading it within a satiric tradition, one can read it not only as a criticism of the
Australian government under John Howard, but also as a warning against following
America too closely.
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Underground is set around the year 2011, and tells the story of the narrator Leo
James and his twin brother Bernard, the Prime Minister. Leo, however, informs his readers
that he was born fifteen minutes earlier than Bernard, leaving him with a feeling that he has
a right to call Bernard his “little” brother—suggestive of representations of John Howard’s
position in relation to George Bush. In the novel, Australia is under martial law due to a
state of emergency, which is declared because Canberra is destroyed by a nuclear bomb.
The premise of the novel, similar to that of Robbery Under Arms, is that Leo is awaiting his
execution as an enemy of Australia, and writing his “memoirs,” partly out of a sense of
boredom. They will be read by his captors, American secret service agents, who seem to be
in command in Australia. In his “memoirs” he describes a series of harrowing experiences:
being kidnapped by terrorists, rescued by the government, and being taken hostage again by
the Oz Underground, a resistance movement that is trying to overthrow Bernard’s
government in Australia. These experiences and his time as his brother’s prisoner are used
as a means for Leo’s growth as a character, allowing him to see the dangers of Australia’s
increasing culture of fear, racism, and political ambivalence. In the end, he becomes the
kind of citizen that, as the novel suggests, is needed to make Australia a great nation, free
from America’s influence.
One of the most conspicuous qualities of McGahan’s fifth novel is the over-the-top
tone of its satire, a quality which one might associate with the work of earlier satirists like
Jonathan Swift.

While some might question the literary merit of Underground, the

following discussion makes it quite clear that the novel fits into the long-established
satirical tradition. In his work The Anatomy of Satire, Highet argues that there are two
chief categories of satirist, based on the perceived purpose of the satire. In both, the satirist
is telling the truth. One, however, likes his audience, but believes that they are blind or
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foolish and for this satirist, the purpose of the satire is to cure the audience of its ignorance.
The other detests humanity and writes with the intention of exposing scandals which will
horrify readers. The aim is not to cure, but to punish (234-235). McGahan’s novel, as this
essay will show, belongs to the first category, in as much as the text promotes a belief that:
folly and evil are not innate in humanity, or, if they are, they are eradicable.
They are diseases which can be cured. They are mistakes which can be
corrected. To be sure, there are many cruel and foolish people in every time
and every country. Some of them are incurable. Let us make warning
examples of them, therefore, in order to help all others. If we show our
fellow-men the painful and absurd consequences of certain types of conduct
. . . [the perpetrators of this conduct] will suffer when they are pinned down
and dissected, but others will be cured; and most people can be cured.
(Highet 236)
Underground, can be read as satire because it “cannot be separated from the shapes,
textures, and political struggles of a particular land and landscape” (Fabricant 60), is
“intended to shock contemporaries into a realization of the enormity of the current crisis”
(Kelly 139), and leaves the reader with the feeling that “only fools can remain placid under
such provocation” (Reilly 134).
The Historical Context of Underground
While the novel primarily traces the conditions of this future Australia back to the
1990s, the Prime Ministership of John Howard and the events of September 11th, 2001,
there is also a sense that history is repeating itself, that Australia is caught in a cycle of
being overrun by Americans—a cycle that started during World War Two. To this day, the
alliance with America “has been an article of faith in the Australian foreign affairs and
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defence establishments” in the minds of many Australians—like former Diplomat Lisa
Mackey—“lest we forget what Americans did for us in World War II” (qtd. in Broinowski
25). As a result of this allegiance, Australia has “cut and pasted” much of its foreign and
defence policies from the United States and has also gone to war with America in Korea in
1950, Vietnam in 1962, the Persian Gulf in 1991, Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003.
Australia’s commitment to the United States in the war in Iraq, however, seemed to cross a
line, as it was the first time that Australia had participated in starting a war (Broinowski 1213). Broinowski argues that, for Australians, the invasion of Iraq “was, first and last,
Howard’s War” (1).
Keeping in mind the satirical nature of Underground, it seems that it is none other
than John Howard who is being “pinned down and dissected” for the benefit of others.
Critics posit that the terrorist attacks of September 11th represent the end of America’s
innocence and the dawn of a new age for the rest of the world (Baumgartner, Francia, and
Morris 171; Healey 3-4; Megalogenis 278). According to Bennett “the United States of
America had been attacked on home soil, [and] the world would never be the same again, a
new paradigm now prevailed in international affairs” (10). Australia was to feel a greater
impact than most countries, because as Debats, McDonald and Williams argue,
No foreign leader in the world experienced September 11 in quite the direct
way that [Prime Minister John] Howard did, nor shared the intensity of the
emotional impact of those events on the American psyche . . . Howard
believes that his time in Washington and the fact that he shared those
traumatic days with President Bush and the American people ‘was one of the
things that brought the governments ever closer together’.
‘destined to be closer together.’ (241)

They were
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Sheridan explains that Howard was in Washington to celebrate the anniversary of the
signing of the ANZUS (Australia, New Zealand and the United States) treaty. He was
giving a press conference at a hotel, just a few kilometres away from the Pentagon when it
was attacked. From the windows, Howard could see the smoke rising in the air, visible
proof of horrific destruction (Sheridan 34-35).
Prime Minister Howard “was conscious immediately that [the events of September
11th] would alter the course of modern history and behaviour” (DeBats, McDonald and
Williams 238). On the following day, when all air traffic in America was suspended,
Howard and other senior members of the party were flown back to Australia on Air Force
Two, the US Vice-President’s personal aircraft. On that flight, Howard telephoned Foreign
Minister Alexander Downer and suggested that, for the first time since its inception, they
formally invoke the ANZUS treaty (Sheridan 36). It could be argued that, “Although, in
strictly legal terms, invoking the ANZUS was unnecessary, the symbolism underpinned the
Government’s commitment to, as Howard put it, ‘identify with the Americans’” (DeBats,
McDonald and Williams 243). Howard’s belief—that Australia was “destined” to be close
to America—resulted in Australia’s support of American actions in pursuit of bringing
retribution to those responsible for the attacks of September 11th. Another result was the
close relationship that developed between George W. Bush and John Howard, causing
some critics to suggest that Bush had too much influence over Howard (E. Paul 223).
The movement to depose the Taliban in Afghanistan—the government believed to
have supported the terrorists who were behind the September 11th attacks—was supported
strongly in Australia, and the result of Howard’s commitment to America was that by
October 2001, Australia was involved in America’s “war on terror” (Baldino 196-197;
Megalogenis 280). One year later, on 12 October 2002, a nightclub in Bali was bombed
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killing 202 people, among whom were eighty-eight Australians. In a reflection of the
terrorist attacks of September 11th, the media proclaimed that the Bali attack had caused
Australia to lose its innocence.1 The attack also prompted Howard to announce his own
version of “the Bush doctrine,” stating that Australia would adopt a policy of pre-emptive
attacks against any nation in Southeast Asia without notice if that nation had terrorist
connections or if Australia had knowledge that terrorists therein were endangering
Australia’s interests (Garran 192; Megalogenis 256; E. Paul 19; Poynting et al. 44). These
Bali bombings, then, were portrayed as a smaller version of the terrorist attacks on America
and, as Broinowski argues, Howard’s response seemed like “United States’ policy faxed,
cut and pasted into” Australia (20).
Just prior to the September 11th terrorist attacks in America, Australia had been
embroiled in a political debate over the fate of 433 asylum-seekers from Afghanistan and
Iraq, who were rescued by a Norwegian freighter, the MV Tampa while attempting to make
their way to Australia (Jupp 180; Megalogenis 258). Prime Minister Howard refused to
allow the vessel into the country on the basis that Australians should “decide who comes to
this country and the circumstances in which they come” (Jupp 181; Megalogenis 258, 272).
In the months following, approximately twelve boats carrying more than 1,600 asylumseekers were intercepted in Australian waters. The events of September 11th, 2001 and the
Bali bombing turned this issue into a focal point for Australians (Baldino 199-201;
Megalogenis 264), with an article in the Daily Telegraph reporting that one of the asylumseekers with suspected ties to Osama bin Laden was under surveillance by the Australian
Special Air Service (qtd. in Poynting et al. 25).

Some claimed that John Howard’s

government was “playing on the community’s irrational fears” that Australia would be
taken over by foreigners (Jupp 186; Megalogenis 258), a fear that, according to Poynting et
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al. has been a feature of Australian society since Europeans first landed (224). Ian Ward
argues that Howard used this issue as a “wedge” to divide the Labor Party in the lead up to
the 2001 Australian Federal Election. It is a technique, he maintains, that was devised in
America by Lee Atwater, a political advisor to President Ronald Regan (22, 30).

It

appears that this is another example of Howard imitating his American counterparts.
There were other concerning reforms during the Prime Ministership of John
Howard. For example, the Workplace Relations Act of 1996 was amended to eliminate
compulsory membership in unions; the Native Title Act of 1993 was amended, taking away
the usage rights of Aborigines; the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission
(ATSIC) was abolished in June of 2004; in 1998 his government established a “work for
the dole” scheme which required participants to complete assigned tasks in order to receive
benefits; Howard refused to sign the Kyoto Protocol to limit emissions of greenhouse
gasses, and, he did not tolerate “suspected unlawful non-citizens” (“John”). Erik Paul
argues that “Prime Minister John Howard . . . has been inspired by the business vitality of
US society and often tells Australians to be more like Americans and more entrepreneurial
and competitive in their aspirations” (223).

He further believes that, under Howard,

Australia has partnered with America in a Christian mission to enforce a moral code upon
its citizens (E. Paul 8). Critics believe that Howard took other ideas from America as well.
In 2005, shortly after the bombings that affected London, Prime Minister Howard agreed
that an identity card might be a way to combat terrorism (Jordan). This idea seems to be
taken from the “9/11 Commission Report,” published in 2004, that advocated the
introduction of a National ID card to create a uniform standard of identification in the
United States (“The History”).
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There were other significant changes in Australia under Howard’s leadership, which
reflect the changing values of a post-9/11 age.

Erik Paul, author of Little America:

Australia, the 51st State has written that:
The politics of fear have dominated the domestic agenda.

Australia’s

national security elite have hidden behind President Bush, warning that
‘either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists’ in order to introduce
the equivalent of the US Patriot Act and move the country towards a
sophisticated surveillance society where everyone is monitored and a
potential suspect. (25)
Due to the “politics of fear,” asylum seekers, now dubbed SUNCs—suspected unlawful
non-citizens—faced mandatory detention at Nauru, Manus Island, Christmas Island, and
Woomera, under conditions that were described as unbearable. Woomera, for example,
which was built to detain 400 people, took in more than 1,400. It was notorious for its
brutal conditions, riots and protests, and was the scene of several breakouts by desperate
detainees. Australia’s Defence Department had given orders that no “humanising images”
were to be taken of the asylum-seekers (Megalogenis 266, 264, 271; “About”; “Migration”
15329). During this time, the Australian Security and Intelligence Organisation (ASIO)
and the Department of Immigration were given more power.
According to McCulloch and Poynting et al., Australian citizens have, under the
ASIO Legislation Amendment Act of 2003, given up the right to remain silent, as the
punishment for refusing to answer questions is up to five years in prison. Moreover, the
legal definition of terrorism was expanded to include any knowledge of a terrorist act, and
new powers were given to the ASIO and the Australian Federal Police (AFP) to detain
anyone “suspected” to be involved in or to have knowledge of terrorism acts (Poynting et
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al. 175; McCulloch 402, 409).

Broinowski argues that the initial draft of this legislation

was a “virtual photocopy of the ‘Patriot Act’” in the United States (45). Along with these
new security measures that limit personal freedoms, in 2005 the Department of
Immigration seemed to be operating without safeguards. Two Australians, Cornelia Rau, a
permanent resident, and Vivian Alvarez, a citizen, had been detained because the
Department suspected them to be illegal immigrants, and Ms. Alvarez was deported to the
Philippines (Simon 14-15). These new governmental powers were born out of the terrorist
attacks of September 11th, and McCulloch’s work suggests that they are an imitation of
security measures adopted by the United States in response to those attacks.
In 2003, America’s “war on terror” escalated with the invasion of Iraq, based on
the claim that Saddam Hussein possessed “weapons of mass destruction.” In 2002, prior to
the invasion, Kevin Rudd, the then opposition foreign affairs spokesman, said, ‘there is no
debate or dispute as to whether Saddam Hussein possesses weapons of mass destruction.
He does’ (Megalogenis 287). So, in a show of solidarity, Australian troops joined America
in the offensive. This claim of “weapons of mass destruction,” however, has been recently
refuted by America’s own Central Intelligence Agency (“Regime” 1) and because none
were found, Bush’s justification for the invasion changed to a fight for freedom,
democracy, liberation of the people of Iraq, and combating terrorism (Altman 6; Baldino
199; Megalogenis 282). He told American citizens to “look at the progress of freedom and
democracy in Iraq” (“Transcript”). However, America’s motives for the war in Iraq were
brought under further scrutiny when Paul O’Neill, the former Treasury Secretary, claimed
that George Bush was planning to attack Iraq days after becoming president: long before
the September 11th attacks (Suskind 85-86).
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Nevertheless, Australia’s leaders maintained the position that invading Iraq was
necessary, stressing the importance of the alliance with America, even though “Three in
four voters (76 per cent) agreed with the proposition that ‘having forces in Iraq has made
Australia a bigger target for terrorists’” (Megalogenis 283-284).

Critics believe that in

Australia, the “war on terror” had escalated a campaign of racism against Muslims and
Middle Eastern people that was previously apparent in the election of Pauline Hanson,
Member of Parliament for the One Nation party. As Poynting et al. argue, she was often
thought of as a mouthpiece for some views that Howard was not able to express himself.
Many of Howard’s policies seemed to be inspired by Hanson, and in her 2001 election
campaign, Hanson suggested that she was one of John Howard’s advisers (Poynting et al.
166). Hanson’s maiden speech in Parliament, in which she claimed that Australia was
being “swamped by Asians” (“Pauline”), seemed to mirror a speech given by Howard in
1988. Likewise, Howard had been using “the slogan ‘One Australia’ long before Pauline
Hanson’s ‘One Nation’” (Poynting et al. 166). Hanson often publicly criticized immigrants
from the Middle East, blaming several gang rapes in Sydney’s western suburbs on Muslims
who, she said, “have no respect for the Christian way of life that this country is based on”
(qtd. in Poynting et al. 20, 166). One Nation supporters accused “immigrants of bringing
unemployment, crime, corruption, communal strife, [and] disease” (Poynting et al. 154) and
of failing to assimilate by separating themselves into “ethnic ghettos.” “We do not want,”
these opponents of immigration claim, “little ethnic islands separated from the rest of the
Australian community” (qtd. in Poynting et al. 165). While John Howard never openly
endorsed many of Hanson’s views, he has consistently defended her right to make racist
statements, saying that they are “an accurate reflection of what people feel” (Kitney 10).
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Some of the people Howard spoke about might include former Senator John Stone
who maintained a belief that Muslims were not capable of assimilating into Australian
culture (Mason 239). Anti-Islamic views were also reflected in government actions and the
media often linked these attitudes back to America. On 12 October 2001, the Daily
Telegraph reported with the headline “Terror Australis: Bin Laden Groups in our Suburbs”
that in late September the AISO and the AFP had raided the homes of several Arab and
Muslim immigrants, who had been identified as having connections to foreign terrorist cells
(Miranda 1). The Sun-Herald described the raids as “the first proof that the US’s global
anti-terrorist campaign has reached Australian shores,” while the Sunday Telegraph ran an
article in a section dedicated to the “War Against Terror” which was “accompanied by a
little picture of the United States flag” (qtd. in Poynting et al. 170). These events sparked
calls for Muslims to “demonstrate their loyalty” and “declare their allegiance” to Australia,
despite the fact that no terrorism-related arrests were ever made (Poynting et al. 29, 159).
While Poynting et al. do associate these seemingly American-inspired views, the blaming
of Muslims for Australia’s social ills, with “the Nazi ideology of Volkgemeinschaft,” they
also argue that what is truly terrifying to people is the idea that the “terrorists” could, in
fact, be “just like ‘us’” (Poynting et al. 250, 261).
In this same vein, there is a myth that has developed over time that America is
actually controlled by a small group of people who manipulate events in order to maintain
positions of wealth and power. This myth has often been associated with the concept of
American ideology creating a “new world order” that was discussed in Chapter One, in
which America has an “image of itself as a champion of freedom and democracy” (Beeson
8). In the minds of many people, confirmation of this myth lies in the fact that the phrase—
literally “a new order of the ages”—is printed in Latin on the back of an American one-
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dollar bill along with the inscription “Annuit Coeptis” meaning “he (God) has favoured our
undertakings” (“FAQs”). There are claims that this small group of people, the leaders of
this new world order who are “just like ‘us,’” were involved in, or caused, the stock market
scare which caused the creation of the Federal Reserve Bank in the United States, the stock
market crash of 1929 and the Great Depression, World War Two, the Vietnam war, and the
terrorist attacks on September 11th, 2001, which caused the destruction of the World Trade
Center and the partial destruction of the Pentagon in order to justify the wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq.2
In Australia there is some speculation that a diabolical order of this kind was
responsible for the removal of Prime Minister Whitlam because he chose to withdraw
Australian troops from Vietnam (Bell and Bell 187), the death, in America, of the famous
Australian racehorse Phar Lap, as well as the death of the famous boxer Les Darcy (Mosler
and Catley 38). Some even believe, as was discussed in Chapter Two, that such an
organisation was partly responsible for the rebellion at the Eureka Stockade in an attempt to
ultimately annex parts or all of Australia into the United States (Bartlett 141).

The

prevalence of these kinds of myths greatly intensified after the September 11th, 2001
terrorist attacks. These, then, were the political and social events, under the leadership of
John Howard, that spawned the Australia in which Leo James, the narrator of Underground,
now finds himself.
Andrew McGahan has been described as “a writer who explores the ugly realities of
contemporary Australian life with insight, dry humor, and ultimately, sympathy” (D’Arcens
“Andrew” 230). While these qualities are obvious in Underground, the novel nevertheless
represents a departure from McGahan’s usual writing style. Prior to its completion, he
predicted that it would “be the most directly political of anything I’ve written,” (qtd. in
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Lloyd 2). This distinction reinforces a reading of the novel as a satirical reaction to the
contemporary social and political climate in Australia: a climate that McGahan referred to
as “dark and ugly, socially and politically” (qtd. in Lloyd 2). In further support of such a
reading, James Ley, of the Sydney Morning Herald, writes that Underground positions
“itself as a comment on the ‘war on terror’ generally and a broadside against the Howard
Government in particular” (5). In comments McGahan made “On Writing Underground,”
he admits that he “was really in the mood for something fast, fun and blackly farcical,”
saying further that the novel “is most certainly not meant to be . . . a prediction of what I
think will really happen in this country—this is merely a worst case scenario, almost
absurdly overstated” (2). “This no longer seems the time to be polite or indirect in fiction,
or to be artfully diffident,” McGahan writes, echoing the previously established framework
for satire. “It’s time to confront the danger of what’s going on here, head on” (“On
Writing” 2).
Getting to Know Leo
As the novel opens, readers are introduced to the narrator, Leo James, who is holed
up in an unfinished Queensland resort during a cyclone.

The anti-Islamic attitude is

comically introduced as Leo tells his readers that the cyclone’s name is “Yusuf” because
the government will find a way to link anything “big and dangerous . . . to Islam”
(McGahan Underground 3). Leo presents himself as a careless, insensitive, alcoholic, drugusing, and womanising opportunist. He is fifty-nine and admits that he is, contrary to the
image of the ideal Australian, fat. As Goldsworthy argues, Leo “ought to be a repulsive
character,” but as the novel progresses, he becomes “extremely charming” (8). Later on in
the novel, Leo goes on to say that after his death, no one will miss him, not even his own
daughters (McGahan Underground 38). This characterisation of the narrator serves two
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purposes in the novel. The first is that it reinforces the ironic tone of the novel, keeping it
aligned with the features of classic satire. The point is that if even a man as apathetic and
egotistical as Leo can see that there are major drawbacks with Australia’s dependence upon
the United States, then the average Australian should have no difficulty recognising them.
The second is that it allows Leo’s character, as the novel’s protagonist, room to grow; he
learns from his harrowing experiences and becomes an “extremely charming” and
respectable character who at the end of the novel sacrifices himself to stand up for his
beliefs. He is the hope that Australians, in the words of Highet, “can be cured.”
The novel’s action begins at the end of the first chapter as Leo is abducted by armed
men driving a postal van. He associates them with Islam by telling his readers that cyclone
Yusuf “is on their side” (McGahan Underground 10).

Then, suddenly, the action is

interrupted by a chapter that is less than two pages long because Leo wants to give the
readers more background. He tells them that he is locked away and that his current
predicament “is linked to a much wider history . . . to September 11 and the Twin Towers”
(McGahan Underground 12). This disruption to the action and the length of the chapter
function to focus the reader’s attention, to emphasise the revelations given therein. It is
here that the novel’s scrutiny of American influence in Australia first begins. Leo is, after
all, in an extremely bad situation; he has been kidnapped and is being held as a prisoner by,
as far as the reader suspects, a terrorist organisation. This dire situation, he tells us, is
directly related to an event that happened in America. While one could argue that the
terrorist attacks on the Twin Towers was a global event, such an argument would reinforce
America’s place in global affairs, and it is this importance that the world—Australia
included—places on America that the text seems to decry.
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Bernard as an Exaggeration of John Howard
Another revelation in the second chapter is that Leo is the fraternal—Leo stresses
the distinction—twin brother of Australia’s current Prime Minister, “The Honourable
Bernard James,” who is later described in the novel as almost a clone of John Howard
(McGahan Underground 144). Despite being his twin brother, Leo remarks parenthetically,
“By the way, I reserve the right to insert ‘little’ before any term of abuse that I throw at
[Bernard] in the following pages. . . I mean it because he’s my ‘little’ brother. I was born
fifteen minutes earlier. And resent it though he does, there’s nothing the little shit can do
about it” (McGahan Underground 15). This passage, while it might seem a bit esoteric, is
the first allusion in the novel to John Howard and sets up a critical theme in the novel: that
the leader of Australia suffers from “little brother syndrome,” meaning he is insecure about
himself and constantly trying to keep up with the accomplishments of and be like his older
brother. As previously discussed, critics often portrayed John Howard as a “little” version
of George W. Bush, as Bush’s “little brother.” This concept is clearly demonstrated by the
cover of Erik Paul’s book Little America (see Appendix). The perception was likewise
emphasised when Brenchly wrote in The Bulletin that Howard saw himself as the “deputy”
to “the global policeman role of the United States” (22). The tone of the passage, which is
reinforced later in the novel, makes it clear that Leo sees his “little brother” as intolerable.
As Leo begins detailing his brother’s rise to power, the more obvious criticisms of
John Howard’s character emerge. Leo describes his brother as a “man born to wear suits.
So bland and nondescript a figure that he might have been a low-grade bookkeeper . . .
[who has] An aggrieved face. A bully’s face. A reflection . . . of all that lies in his heart. . .
. [is] deadly dull . . .[and] self-righteous” (McGahan Underground 16-17). Bernard is not
the kind of “visionary” man whom Leo would typically associate with the Prime
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Ministership of Australia. Instead he describes Bernard as “a bean counter,” and in naming
a list of Prime Ministers who would have been severely disappointed that someone like
Bernard had taken the job, he starts with Gough Whitlam (McGahan Underground 147),
reinforcing the novel’s anti-American sentiment. For it was Whitlam, as discussed, who
not only stood against America and withdrew Australian troops from the Vietnam War; but
also limited American investment in Australia’s uranium mines and other new mining
projects (Churchward 183). The reference to Whitlam is also a reminder of the myth of the
“new world order” and the “suspicious” circumstances of Whitlam’s removal from power,
which many still believe was due to the intervention of the United States into Australian
politics. The fact that Whitlam is listed first as one who would not like Bernard suggests
that Bernard, as opposed to Whitlam, is not capable of challenging the United States’
power. John Howard, who is being “pinned down” and “dissected” in this satire, certainly
gave the impression that he was not.
Leo’s background chapters end with his brother in a state of panic after receiving
some startling news, and then he resumes the story of his abduction. While he is sure that
they are terrorists of some sort, none of his captors have any of the characteristics that one
would typically associate with terrorists. They all swear; they do not blindfold him; and
they seem extremely disorganised. He writes, “They looked like typical anglo-Aussies to
me. Of course, if they had looked or sounded Islamic, then they wouldn’t have been there
in the first place. They’d have been safely detained in the ghettos, along with the rest”
(McGahan Underground 21). Later Leo clarifies this passage, explaining that all Muslims
have been forced by the government to live in Nazi-style containment ghettos. Here the text
deals comically with two of the issues concerning Muslims in Australia. In the first
instance, one recalls statements by Hanson that Middle Easterners do not assimilate; instead
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they keep to themselves in “ghettos.”

The irony is that in Leo’s Australia, the

government’s solution to this problem is to force them to live in ghettos away from the
Anglo population of Australia. With regard to the second issue, the reader is reminded of
the headlines that there are “terrorists in the suburbs,” referring to the raids on the
households of Australians of Arabic descent. In Leo’s Australia, there are indeed terrorists
in the suburbs, but they are not Middle Eastern. They are white: “typical anglo-Aussies.”
A recurring theme in the novel is that because Australians have placed so much emphasis
on fearing those of a Middle Eastern background, they have missed the fact that the people
who are really destroying Australia are white Australians.
The sentiment is reinforced when Leo meets the leader of the terrorist cell that has
abducted him. She too seems a typical Anglo-Celtic Australian. She has a “sharply
Australian” accent, “powder white” skin and “pale-blue” eyes. Likewise, her role as the
leader of this terrorist cell and her frankness about her sexuality seem contrary to the
traditional beliefs of the followers of Islam. However, she confirms that they are Muslim,
members of “the Great Southern Jihad” and “warriors for Allah” (McGahan Underground
21-22). At the end of the chapter, she reveals what caused Bernard so much panic,
claiming that the members of her group were “the ones who nuked Canberra” (McGahan
Underground 26). Later in the novel, the reader learns that, while she calls herself Aisha,
her name is Nancy Campbell, that she grew up in a middle class suburb—her father an
English professor and her mother an artist—that she attended “Queensland Uni” and only
recently converted to “new Islam” (McGahan Underground 190-193). She drinks, swears,
and wears jeans and T-shirts. She is someone whom no one would suspect as a terrorist.
Ironically, the press would have depicted her as a real Australian, one who is in danger
from the Muslim invasion, and yet she is the real danger to Australia. It is her group that,
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as far as she believes, destroyed Canberra with a nuclear weapon. She is the terrorist in the
suburbs. And ultimately, as the reader learns at the end of the novel, she and her group turn
out to be under America’s influence, implying that citizens who follow America too closely
are Australia’s real problem, not the Muslims.
After Nancy’s proclamation that she and her group were responsible for the
destruction of Canberra, Leo relates the details that led up to it. The tone of this section is
remarkably blasé and anti-climactic. Three days’ warning is given to evacuate the city and
the terrorists do not make any demands. No one has any idea from where the bomb comes.
Cameras are only allowed to film from fifty kilometres away, and the blast from the bomb
is “disappointingly small,” despite the fact that it is supposed to be over a hundred times the
size of the bombs dropped on Japan, and extremely radioactive. Only small amounts of
footage have been shown of the ruins and planes are not allowed to fly overhead. Leo
reveals, “We’ve cut poor old Canberra out of our lives like it never existed . . . [it was]
simply erased” (McGahan Underground 30-33). It is true that one could read in this a joke
about the way that Australians feel about Canberra. John Howard himself preferred not to
live in Canberra when he was Prime Minister (Bryson 129). However, there is also a sense
that the event itself is sensationalised in order to turn something that is portrayed in the
novel as relatively insignificant—the city is, in fact, not destroyed—into a major issue. In
an episode that parallels Howard’s handling of the MV Tampa affair, Bernard takes
advantage of the situation to prove his leadership and to declare a state of emergency. Prior
to this crisis, his brother’s approval rating in the polls was the lowest of any sitting Prime
Minister—a reminder of John Howard who had the second lowest approval rating in history
(“Newspoll”). In Underground, Bernard is one of the last to leave before the city is
destroyed and is dubbed Bernard “Last Man Out” James. “A month after the bomb,” Leo
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declares, “[Bernard]’s approval rating was at seventy-five percent” (McGahan
Underground 29-31). As Megalogenis points out, Howard’s ratings dropped to nearly 30
per cent prior to his handling of the “boat people” which then put him in “Super Hero”
territory (259). Considering the revelation at the end of the novel that Canberra was not
actually destroyed, this seems more like a criticism of the “foolishness” of the Australian
public, its sensationalising media, and its leaders, particularly John Howard, for
manipulating the public for personal gain. This too, as Leo finds out at the end of the
novel, was orchestrated by the United States.
The New Australia
It is also at this point in the novel that Leo gives his readers a taste of what Australia
has become in his future. He describes the consequences of the state of emergency, which
had the effect of “suspending all normal due process and individual freedoms, and
replacing them with martial law . . . [and a decree] that effectively outlawed Islam and
began rounding up all believers into the camps and the cultural precincts” (McGahan
Underground 30).

He notes the build-up of federal police and intelligence officers,

roadblocks and security checkpoints, identity cards, citizenship tests, loyalty oaths, new
prisons, new ghettos, and new wars (McGahan Underground 31). In this possible version
of Australia’s future, the government bombs civilians, tortures prisoners, and keeps “dirty
little secrets” from the public (McGahan Underground 131). These conditions seem to
reflect the fear that the anti-terrorism legislation in Australia is the start of a “slippery
slope” that could progressively erode personal freedoms. The conditions are likewise
evocative of the covert and deceptive actions that are often attributed to the American
government, as noted, among other places, in Broinowski’s Howard’s War. Thus, the text
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gives the impression that this appalling version of Australia, like its leader, is just a smaller
copy of the United States.
When Leo shifts back to the action of the story, he tells his readers that the terrorists
have decided to take him for a drive, which presumably means that they are planning to kill
him. However, just as he begins assessing his life, the postal van in which he is being
driven is ambushed by the Australian Federal Police (AFP). According to Leo, “between
the massive recruitment since Canberra, and the subsumption of all the state police forces
into one body—there’s over eighty thousand in the AFP. . . . answerable to only one man.
The Minister for Freedom . . . the Prime Minister” (McGahan Underground 40). Not only
is Bernard’s title “Minister of Freedom” evocative of America’s image of itself as a
champion of freedom, but also the excessive force that the AFP use in the novel and their
ability to skirt due process is an exaggeration of the powers granted to the AFP under
Howard’s leadership. The connection to America is reinforced when Leo discovers that the
man who is in charge of the ambush is an American: “from the CIA—or from some other
such secret service” (McGahan Underground 43). So while it is Australians who seem to
be destroying the country, they are willingly doing so under the command of the
Americans.
Just as the AFP are about to impose a death sentence upon the terrorist Nancy
Campbell—the authority granted to them because of the state of emergency—shots are
fired and for the third time “in as many days” Leo is ambushed. As he later learns, these
ambushers are a part of the Oz Underground, a group of Australians from “all strata of
society” who are prepared to fight to save Australia “From itself. Or at least from its
government.

This police state they’ve set up . . . from [Leo’s] brother” (McGahan

Underground 65). As Leo’s adventures become more outrageous, the members of the Oz
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Underground are portrayed as the real heroes of the novel. They are ordinary Australians
risking their lives to free Australia from the tyrannical rule of Bernard James. Thus when
the Americans are listed as the “sworn enemy” of the Oz Underground (McGahan
Underground 112), the reader is again left with a sense that America is the driving force
behind the society that has developed in Leo’s Australia. The suggestion in the text is that
those who care deeply about Australia should stand firm against Howard and America’s
influence in Australia.
After his capture by the Oz Underground, Leo learns that Bernard has already
reported that Leo is dead, claiming that the body of the one of the terrorists, who was
decapitated while kidnapping him originally, was Leo’s body. This prompts Leo to reflect
further on Bernard’s political life and as he does so, the comparison to and criticism of John
Howard intensifies. He writes that Bernard’s “inspiration was the USA . . . [and that]
Australia . . . had a responsibility to follow that sort of example” (McGahan Underground
75).

This inspiration translates into acts that mimic America’s policies and values.

Australia, under Bernard’s leadership, is becoming inundated with American ideals, which
Leo believes is “like an infection” (McGahan Underground 192) of which “most
[Australians] can be cured.” Bernard is “a fervent admirer of John Howard,” and he is
against universal health care, unemployment benefits and free university educations. He
feels that if rich people enjoyed certain benefits, then it would motivate others to be rich.
Bernard does not tolerate drugs, homosexuals, refugees, land rights for Aborigines, militant
feminism, greenies, rampant abortion or power-hungry unions (McGahan Underground 7475). Likewise, under Bernard’s leadership, citizens are encouraged to “Report Anything
Suspicious . . . Anything and anyone. For the sake of freedom, for the sake of democracy”
(McGahan Underground 84).
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Furthermore, in a reflection of Australia under John Howard, in Leo’s Australia
citizens are required to carry an identity card. Leo relates that, “The Australia Safe card
came straight from the Department of Citizenship” (McGahan Underground 82).

He

explains later that the Department of Citizenship, “(or Immigration, as they used to be
called) are the ones who, ever since September 11 and its aftermath, have been making
people disappear” (McGahan Underground 89). Likewise under Bernard’s leadership, “if
anyone dared raise a criticism about the new mood of the country, well, they were unAustralian, they were being negative, and we’d lost all patience with that. Instead, we were
flying flags and singing national anthems” (McGahan Underground 147-148). The link to
American emerges in a flashback, as Leo suggests that Bernard’s position in Parliament is
due to his “connections” with America (McGahan Underground 125), and then discloses
that Australian citizens are required to take a loyalty oath—a kind of comic reference to the
calls for Australian Muslims to do so under Howard’s leadership—which includes an oath
to respect the most important alliance Australia has, to the United States (McGahan
Underground 94). It is against the law in Leo’s Australia to compare America to the
Roman Empire (McGahan Underground 114), and any Australian citizen who points out
the flaws of the US is sent to a re-education centre (McGahan Underground 93). As a
finishing touch, the reader also learns that, like John Howard’s relationship to George Bush,
Bernard has a close relationship with and is influenced by the President of the United States
of his time, Nate Harvey. Again, the text seems to be “dissecting” John Howard. His
policies are exaggerated and reveal the danger of allowing Howard to continue to lead the
country. Finally, the novel shows how Australia’s dependence upon the United States as its
inspiration—highlighted not only in Leo’s assessment, but also in the language of
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“freedom” and “democracy”—is one of the major causes of an Australia that, particularly at
the end of the novel, Leo can no longer tolerate.
America Inspires Bernard’s Government and his Supporters
As the plot unfolds, the members of the Oz underground want Leo and Nancy to
meet the leaders of their organisation for a formal “debriefing”. In an attempt to hide their
movements, they travel to Brisbane with the local chapter of the “Patriots,” who happen to
all be members of the Oz Underground. The Patriots who are not in the Oz Underground
are a new political group in Leo’s Australia made of people who throw around the term
“un-Australian,” and support Bernard’s Prime Ministership. These “patriots” are further
indicative of America’s influence through their political views. According to Leo, they are
committed to combating terrorism and he further describes them as people who demanded
that the Muslims be detained, forced Christian prayer in schools, banned abortion,
supported a draft, lobbied for the death penalty, and opposed immigration (McGahan
Underground 86). Again, one can see the irony in the calls for Muslims to be detained,
against the backdrop of Hanson’s claims that Muslims are a problem in Australia because
they refuse to integrate. Meanwhile, the rest of the “patriots’” values come straight from
the American Republican Party platform at the time of the novel’s publication. According
to the GOP (Republican) website, they will:
continue to work for the return of voluntary school prayer . . . oppose using
public revenues for abortion and will not fund organisations which advocate
it . . . support courts having the option to impose the death penalty . . . [and]
ensure that immigrants enter the United States only through legal means.
(“2004”)
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Leo tells his readers that the Patriot membership card was “red, white and blue” (McGahan
Underground 86). These colours, representing the colours of the Australian Flag, the Union
Jack, and the American flag, among others, are a reminder to Leo’s readers of the
relationship that Australia has with America and Great Britain. They are a symbolic
reinforcement of the brotherhood of the former British colonies, and the group itself is
symbolic of the impact that America has had on Leo’s Australia.
Then Leo announces, “Even their name is a giveaway. Since when did Australians
use a word like ‘patriot’? They’re my brother’s biggest fan club” (McGahan Underground
85). The phrase, “Even their name is a giveaway,” seems to be placed abruptly at the end
of a list of characteristics that describe the “Patriots,” and does not appear to be a proper
transition to the next sentence, making the phrase a focal point. It causes the reader to ask
what the name gives away, and think about the word more closely. Leo’s question about
when Australians used a word like “patriot”—and putting the word in quotation marks—
serves to disassociate the word from himself and from Australia. Finally, the point that the
“Patriots” are his brother’s biggest fans indicates America’s influence, as Bernard’s
inspiration was the United States. This influence is further reinforced by looking at the
word’s etymology. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word “patriot” in
British English became a term of ridicule or abuse, while in America it ameliorated into a
word describing a person who was loyal to the union (“Patriot”). There are other American
associations to the word as well, including the “The Patriot Act” which President George
W. Bush signed into law in 2005 to combat terrorism, and which, as Broinowski argues,
was virtually photocopied in Australia. Therefore, when Leo professes then, that “Even
their name is a giveaway,” it can be interpreted that “the Patriots” are another example of
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America’s influence in Australia, which seems to be responsible for the cultural shift that
Leo sees as destroying the country.
One of the characteristics of this narrative is that Leo often disrupts the action to
give the reader background information. He does this again, just after a close call with his
fake identity when he is on the bus filled with the local chapter of the “Patriots.” In
explaining how the terrorist attacks of September 11th affected Australia, the novel’s
criticism of John Howard loses its ambiguity. Leo specifically mentions, “the rise and fall
of One Nation,” but then goes on to say:
Like the Howard team, they [Bush and his staff] were floundering about in
search of direction. What both governments badly needed, Australian and
American alike, was a defining purpose. Hey presto—September 11. . . the
wave of refugees that had begun to break across our unwilling shores, most
of them Muslim. John Howard was joyfully whipping up hysteria about the
invasion, and playing hard ball with the refugees themselves, locking them
away or stranding them at sea. . . But then the planes crashed into the
USA—all of the piloted by Muslims—and that was game, set, and match.
Suddenly the Prime Minister was shoulder to shoulder with George W. Bush
. . . That’s when John Howard the political giant was born. (McGahan
Underground 98-100)
What this passage shows is a direct connection to the United States; the events in the
United States had an unequivocal impact on Australia. The suggestion is that Howard
stayed in power because of his solidarity with George Bush, because of the influence of the
United States. As it is Howard who is ultimately responsible for the disaster that Leo’s
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Australia has become, one could likewise place the blame on the influence that America
has on Australia.
History Repeating Itself
After Leo’s scrutiny of John Howard, he reverts back to his own adventures, and the
slightly more subtle message of history repeating itself is introduced into the novel. The
members of the Oz Underground believe that Nancy and Leo have information that could
be critical to their resistance movement. So, in an attempt to get them to the leaders of the
organisation, the pair is brought to Brisbane. Part of the plan is that they will meet their
next contact after they watch a game of cricket at the Brisbane Cricket Ground: “Australia
versus the USA . . . a demonstration match . . . Although it wasn’t a real American team—it
was a military one, made up of players from the various US bases around Australia.” Leo
complains that while the Americans probably had some intensive training, they still played
the game too much like baseball, and in the end “get walloped.” Nevertheless, America’s
political dominance in Leo’s Australia is further highlighted when at the start of the match
the American national anthem is played before Australia’s (McGahan Underground 104113). This scene might provoke notions of America’s distance from the Commonwealth,
from the Empire, supporting the perception that America does not really belong in
Australia. It is, however, also a reproduction of a game that was played during the Second
World War in May 1944 at the Brisbane Exhibition Ground. The Australians overwhelmed
the Americans so that two top bowlers withdrew to even the contest. Even then the
Australians won by ten wickets (Potts and Potts Yanks 160). Thus Leo’s cricket match
brings to mind a time in Australia’s history when Prime Minister Curtin endorsed America
as Australia’s salvation, and as the text suggests, it is here that Australia lost its way. It is
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also worth noting, as perhaps a symbolic example of America’s “invasion” of Australia,
that the Brisbane Exhibition Ground is now used primarily for baseball games.
The theme of America’s “invasion” of Australia and of history repeating itself is
again emphasised when Leo describes the Americans who attended the cricket match:
No way in a million years could you mistake them for Australians. . . . It
came to me, from some murky memory of studying ancient history at
university, that this was how the locals must have felt—say in Spain or
Greece or Syria—when they went to their regional amphitheatre and found
the best seats reserved for Romans. The bosses of the world, with a Godgiven destiny to rule. . . . Slumming it in some imperial backwater, deigning
to watch the local underlings perform some dreary ritual for their benefit.
And [the American who was in charge of Leo’s rescue from the terrorists] . .
. he was the proconsul . . . like Pontius Pilate in Judea. A man with a direct
line to the Emperor back in Rome. (McGahan Underground 114)
As previously mentioned, in Leo’s Australia it is illegal to compare the United States to the
Roman Empire, because, as he reports, the Roman Empire collapsed, and the suggestion
that America’s Empire might one day collapse is considered treason. Nevertheless, Leo
gives the impression that this history, too, will repeat itself, and that this is exactly what
needs to happen if Australia is to regain its sovereignty and dignity. This passage is
likewise a reminder of America’s attitude toward Australia and the imbalance in the
relationship. Australian leaders have, throughout history, stressed the importance of the
alliance with America, and yet American leaders barely seem to acknowledge Australia.
For example, with all of John Howard’s attention to America and his relationship with the
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president, he was given little more than footnote in George W. Bush’s recently released
memoirs, Decision Points (S. Mann).
The reference to Pontius Pilate is problematic. On the one hand it foreshadows the
sacrifice that Leo will make for Australia, as it was Pontius Pilate who ultimately gave
permission for Jesus to be crucified and thereby, according to Christian doctrine, save the
world. On the other hand, it does seem to be meant as a chastisement of the Australian
people for killing one of their own under the orders of a foreign leader, as Jesus was
actually killed by his own people after Pontius Pilate gave them permission.

This

comparison though could be read as a negative comment about Jewish people, which is
quite at odds with the overall tone of the novel, especially considering the references to the
Third Reich. Nevertheless, there is in this comparison a sense that Australia’s salvation is
at hand, but that it might be completely missed in a political frenzy, in the proverbial thirst
for blood which the terrorist attacks of September 11th seemed to create. It seems, then,
that the reference should be read as an allusion to a didactic story meant to help expose
Australia’s current state of affairs with the aim of “curing” Australians of their continual
acquiescence to the United States.
Again, for Leo, this attitude of subservience to America can be traced back to
America’s role in World War Two. This sentiment can be read as Leo describes the next
part of his adventure. The cricket match ends early after a bomb, which was mostly smoke,
goes off. In the ensuing confusion, Leo meets the members of the Oz Underground who
are meant to take him on the next part of his journey: Australian soldiers. Leo expresses
surprise that any soldiers would be a part of the resistance movement, and Daphne, a
member of Australia’s army, responds that Australia is being occupied by the United
States, and that the Australian military is suffering “the ultimate indignity—being at the
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beck and call of the US, as if we were just an auxiliary arm of their forces” (McGahan
Underground 131). The language of occupation is reminiscent of a statement by Tom
Dougherty of Townsville and the president of the Australian Labor Party C.G. Fallon who,
early in 1943, protested “against the usurpation of [Australia’s] industrial and civilian rights
by the American authorities. Australia has not been defeated and is not entitled to suffer
the degradation of an army occupation” (qtd. in Potts and Potts Yanks 218). Daphne then
argues that Australia lost World War Two saying to Leo that “We [Australia] owed them
[America] big time after [World War Two], and they’ve never let us forget it. We’ve
trotted off to every dodgy war of theirs ever since” (McGahan Underground 133). One can
read in this passage a reference to America’s wars in Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan, and
Iraq, which were fought with the help of Australian soldiers, often against the will of its
citizens and in which the Australian government changed its policies to meet America’s
needs.3 It is also suggestive of a destructive cycle—evidenced as well by several other
passages in the text—that Australia has been caught up in America’s influence; history
keeps repeating itself and Australia’s leaders are not learning the lesson. “We just weren’t
capable of real independence,” during World War Two says Harry of the Oz underground.
“But the point is, things have changed. We are capable now” (McGahan Underground
133). Thus Australia’s mistakes “can be corrected” and the solution to Australia’s social
issues, which comes from the mouth of someone who gives his life to try to save Australia,
is independence from the United States.
The problem, as Leo sees it, with Australia’s loyalty to the United States is the
attitude that America has toward Australia and the rest of the world. He writes, “It was all
very well that the US should be overlord of the world—but was it putting food on
American tables?” (McGahan Underground 144). America, as discussed in Chapter One of
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this thesis, is often perceived as a country whose leaders act only in America’s best interest.
It is seen, as exemplified by Leo’s statement, as a greedy, self-serving and even selfrighteous nation. Throughout its history with Australia, the United States government has
consistently acted for its own benefit, even when it put Australia’s safety at risk. While
there are some, like Greg Sheridan, who believe that Australia has America’s respect and
has benefitted from its relationship with America, many more are critical of Australia’s
loyalty to America and complain that Australia is losing its sense of independence and
respect in the eyes of other world leaders. Moreover, Leo’s memoirs reflect a fear that
America’s culture of greed is, in the language of the framework of satire, “infecting”
Australia. During a discussion with the terrorist Nancy, Leo asks about the factors that
caused her to join the new Islam. She explains that she got involved because she hates
things that she believes it is right to hate: “Like the smugness of this country. The selfrighteousness. The greed. The obsession with trivialities. Celebrities. Sex. Money.
Sport.” She says that in spite of Australia’s professed ideals of fairness, “if you were poor
or black or ugly or a refugee, then the whole country shat on you every single day”
(McGahan Underground 191-192). The irony is that it takes a terrorist, someone whom
Bush and Howard would call evil, to point out the perceived evil nature of Australian
society. It is society that, as the text constantly reiterates, has developed because of
America’s influence; these are not “traditional” Australian values.
Even though, according to this reading of the text, Australia’s mistaken allegiance
to America began during World War Two, the focal point of the novel, the place in history
where McGahan suggests that Australia lost its way is under the leadership of John
Howard. Leo attests of the Howard years:
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I felt a vague sense of disorientation. Where, to put it one way, had all the
fun gone? Yes we had the war on terror, it was no time for games, but that
wasn’t the whole story. We’d fought other wars before without losing our
sense of who we were. This was something deeper, something that was
missing from the character of the place. . . . That breezy sense of confidence
and of openness and of progress forward . . . it faded away. . . . somewhere
in the Howard years, it all became about the money. . . . It was grey,
corporate money . . . A wealth that was nervous and greedy for more. A
wealth not for sharing. . . . Ludicrous that I, Leo James, fraud that I am,
would ever have cared about any of these things, or have let them bother me
enough to spoil my joie de vivre. . . . I’ve always gone with the crowd. I
would have liked to fit into the Howard age, too. But for once I couldn’t. It
was too hollow. Too grating. (McGahan Underground 146-149)
Again, the reader is confronted with the self-acknowledged irony that if a “fraud” like Leo
can see that Australia is changing for the worse, then it must be changing horrifically.
Under Howard’s leadership, Australians are losing the sense of who they are. Once more
there is a sense in this passage that it is a characteristically assigned American trait—
greed—that has taken hold of Australia and is causing its destruction. The implication is
that John Howard’s need to imitate America is ultimately responsible for this tragedy.
In the scenes that follow, the struggle to find a truly Australian identity is
introduced. During a shootout with private security guards working for the Department of
Citizenship, Daphne is killed and the vehicle that she, Harry, Nancy and Leo were driving
is damaged, forcing the remainder of the party to wander through “the Outback” toward
their destination. Leo remarks, “I’m not even sure that a few thousand square miles of sand
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and scrub somewhere in the south-west corner of new South Wales is the Outback”
(McGahan Underground 159), noting on the following page Harry’s instructions for using
the Southern Cross to find true south. “I took his word for it,” Leo continues. “He would
know, after all, being in the Underground, and with the Southern Cross being their
symbol—the five stars and the ‘Free Australia’ slogan” (McGahan Underground 160-161).
Leo’s first comment seems to point out the irony of identifying “the Outback” with
Australia, when the average Australian citizen is not even sure what is considered “the
Outback.” The reference to the Southern Cross is slightly more subtle. As a constellation
that can generally only be seen from the Southern Hemisphere, it has been adopted by both
Australia and New Zealand, as seen on both flags, to represent the nations. It was also
adopted by the leaders of the Eureka Stockade rebellion, so that its use by the Oz
Underground suggests a connection to an older Australian identity.

In recent times,

however, some claim that it “was hijacked by racist groups and violent youths during the
Cronulla riots in 2005” (Olding). The irony is that in Leo’s Australia, this symbol of
“traditional” Australia has been reclaimed by those who are fighting to free Australia from
Bernard’s American-inspired government: those who are racist and want to keep Muslims
away from the general population. In a parallel with the other novels, one could read the
reclaiming of the symbol of the Southern Cross as an assertion that Australia must embrace
an older identity in order to move forward.
In contrast to the other novels, however, the “traditional” identity supported in
Underground includes Australia’s Aboriginal peoples as well. After walking all night, the
trio accidentally wander into a marijuana plantation run by an Aboriginal woman and her
sons. When Harry asks if it is her property she responds, “Nah. It’s my country though”
(McGahan Underground 175). Then a few pages later she says to Harry:
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I can take you along this shoreline and show you campsites that my people
were using forty thousand years ago. . . . We’ve survived everything—the
lakes drying up, the desert coming, even you white folk trying to wipe us
out. And as long as we don’t go and do something stupid in the meantime,
like getting ourselves arrested and shot, then we’ll still be here in another
forty thousand too. And by then, not a damn soul is gonna remember any of
this stuff you’re talking about. (McGahan Underground 177)
In the end, this woman helps them to get to their next contact, but the feeling that these
passages create is that Australia’s Aboriginal history is an inseparable part of its
“traditional” identity.

It further emphasises the irony in most of Australia’s symbols of

“traditional” identity, as they have existed for such a brief time when compared to the
history of Australia’s Aboriginal people. When read in the context of the aforementioned
comparison of the United States to the Roman Empire, the text suggests that like the
Roman Empire, the United States will one day fade away and Australia will be a better
place because of it. Again, the way forward is presented as a step backwards: embracing an
identity that existed in Australia long before the arrival of the Europeans.
Uncovering the Lies: Leo’s Redemption
As their journey continues, Leo and Nancy are forced to ride in a wooden crate on
an extremely long drive to Melbourne, but finally make it to meet the leaders of the Oz
Underground. The meeting is in Brunswick, one of the Muslim ghettos and Leo is amazed
at the calm, ordinariness of the place. Shops are open, people are enjoying themselves and
there is no violence, poverty or gang warfare, as he had been told there is. Harry, one of
the leaders of the Oz Underground, gives Leo a history of these detention centres.
According to him, they started out with places like Woomera—which Leo compares to
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Auschwitz under Hitler—and were meant to deal with the “boat people” or asylum seekers
(McGahan Underground 198-207). Leo also mentions that these places mushroomed after
the events of September 11th, 2001 (McGahan Underground 161-164). Shortly after Leo
and Nancy leave the meeting, an army helicopter appears and launches rockets that destroy
the mosque where the meeting is held. Here the reader is faced with yet another irony in
Leo’s Australia. All Muslims are locked away because of the threat of violence, and yet
when left to themselves, they are not violent. The violence is happening outside the
ghettos. When it does happen in the ghetto, the Muslims are not responsible, but instead
the Anglo-Australians are.

Thus, from an historical perspective the text seems to be

criticising the panic raised, in part by John Howard, about asylum seekers and Muslims
living in Australia.

The reference to Nazi Germany recalls the ideology of

Volkgemeinschaft, discussed by Poynting et al., and the real fear that the terrorists could be
“just like us.” In this instance the conclusion is that Australia is laying the blame for its
social ills on a group of people who do not deserve it. Instead, it should be looking inward
for a solution to the problem. Finally, the reference to the terrorist attacks on September
11th brings everything back to the influence that the United States has on Australia.
The culmination of the novel comes when Leo discovers that Canberra was never
destroyed. Instead, it has become the secret capital of the mythic new world order. Leo
tells his readers that “[this new world order] was connected—with the Republicans, with
the White House, with US security. And in the new world order, there was no connection
more useful or more important” (McGahan Underground 125). According to Leo, the
Americans saw what a useful city Canberra could be because its authority was so easily
usurped when former-President George W. Bush visited the capital in 2003. Bernard is
willing to give up an entire city to please America and to provide a place from which,
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according to the myth, the world’s richest and most evil people could keep the world
economy running smoothly by coordinating incidents of terrorism and sustaining the war
on terror. In Leo’s Australia, America’s influence has brought the country to a new low,
completely destroying its identity and dignity. As McGahan himself writes, the novel
represents a worst-case scenario; it can be read as an exaggeration meant to mock Howard’s
submission to Bush, but it also provides a warning to other Australians. The suggestion is,
again, that part of the “cure” for Australia’s social ills is independence from the United
States.
At the end of the novel, Nancy and Harry are killed and Leo is jailed by his brother
in Canberra’s new Parliament House.

The old Parliament House is a much more

comfortable and intimate setting for the negotiations of the members of this mythic “new
world order.” Using the contrivance that he and Bernard are twin brothers, Leo chooses to
sit and write his “memoirs” in the seat where the opposition party leader would have sat, a
demonstration of the two brothers as opposing forces.

Leo also makes reference to

Dumas’ The Man in the Iron Mask, leaving the reader with the sense that the wrong brother
is leading Australia. The reference again reinforces the irony in the novel: that as bad as
Leo is, he would be a far better leader than Bernard, that someone like Leo would be a
better leader than John Howard. When Leo is not writing, he spends his time reading the
Hansards and reviewing the changes the country has been through over the last fifteen years
of his life. He mourns the loss of the old Australia with its clear identity, and complains
that “Nowhere, anywhere, do I see the Australian people saying no” (McGahan
Underground 275). Even here, he reminds his readers how absurd it is that America should
have such a powerful influence over Australia when, most “Americans will probably know
nothing” about Australia’s history (McGahan Underground 273). Just as with Robbery
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Under Arms and My Brother Jack, Underground can be read as criticism of “lazy old
Australia’s” (McGahan Underground 166) willingness to just go along with whatever
comes its way, and like the other novels, it can also be read as encouraging Australians to
act before it is too late, which is often the aim of satire.
In the final scene, Leo has been sentenced to death by his brother, and hearing the
footsteps of the firing squad at the door, realises that, in an event symbolising the fate of a
self-governing Australia, he is going to be killed there in Parliament House. His last
poignant words are, “And God help them, they sound Australian” (McGahan Underground
294), leaving the reader with the feeling that Australians, because of their willing
submission to America, are behind the downfall of their own country. Nevertheless, it is a
narrative that provides hope. Leo, himself, changes and grows because of his experiences.
He becomes the kind of citizen that he thinks Australia needs if it is going to succeed, free
from America’s influence. Likewise, the final premise of the novel is that one of his
interrogators, someone who also believes that the world is heading in a destructive
direction, somehow smuggles Leo’s “memoirs” out of the building and publishes them so
that the truth can come out. It is a gesture that gives meaning to Leo’s death and offers
hope: if there are people who are willing to stand up for themselves and for what is right,
then Australia is not totally lost.

The story of Leo’s experiences is an example—

reminiscent of the words of Highet—meant “to cure the audience of its ignorance,” the way
that Leo was cured of his own ignorance. His final dream before his death, that he is able
to actually destroy Canberra and all of the leaders of the mythic “new world order” with a
nuclear weapon, seems to provide hope that, even though it may require something truly
extraordinary, the “infection” of America’s influence in Australia is “eradicable.”
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Conclusion
Underground, like Robbery Under Arms and My Brother Jack, is based on a period
of time in which Australia was seeing massive changes that seemed to be the result of
America’s influence on the country. The perception, continuing the theme through all the
novels, is that Australia is in danger of losing its unique identity to American hegemony.
The connection, particularly with My Brother Jack, is the sense in this novel that history is
repeating itself and that since World War Two, Australia has been caught in a maelstrom of
American influence: a destructive cycle of blindly following the United States. The
Australia Underground portrays is a direct result of Bernard’s need to be validated by
America’s leaders, which concludes with disastrous consequences for the country, its
dignity on the world stage, and its ability to govern itself. The text can be read as an
expression of the belief that if Australia follows the path it started under John Howard, then
it will find itself in a precarious position. As a piece of satire, the novel exaggerates
Australia’s social and political climate under John Howard, and tries to point out the
absurdity of the fear of Muslims and asylum seekers in Australia. It tries to cure the
ignorance that many in Australia have concerning Muslims. One suggestion in the text is
that the people who should really be feared are leaders like John Howard and Pauline
Hanson. Another is that if Australia ever wants to be respected on the world’s stage, that it
must be independent of the United States and critical of America’s leadership. If readers of
Underground can be “cured of their ignorance,” then Australia’s “mistakes can be
corrected.”
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Notes
1. Poynting et al. do point out that there have been many events in Australia’s history
in which the country was said to have lost its innocence, including the invasion at
Gallipoli and the massacres at Port Arthur and in Melbourne and Sydney.
Nevertheless, in the context of the Bali bombings, the phrase seems to intentionally
remind one of the attacks on September 11th, 2001 in America.
2. There are many conspiracy theories in existence about this new world order. The
ideas presented here were generated by two Internet movies. One is entitled “9/11
Mysteries” and can be found at http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=8172271955308136871. The second is entitled “Zeitgeist, the Movie” and can be
found at http://www.zeitgeistmovie.com. While I am willing to admit that these
movies present compelling evidence, I do not personally advocate the beliefs
presented therein. Nevertheless, McGahan’s novel does play on the myth, not, as he
says, as a prediction of what is come, but rather as a means to enhance the satirical
tone of the novel.
3. Discussed in Chapter 1, see Bell and Bell 99 and 140; and Altman 5 and 30.
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Concluding Remarks
Bill Bryson, author of Down Under, conducted an informal survey of the New York
Times and found that, “Put in the crudest terms, Australia was slightly more important to
Americans in 1997 than bananas, but not nearly as important as ice cream” (17). As the
research for this thesis suggests, a similar claim about America’s importance to Australians
would seem ridiculous. America has, throughout Australia’s history, had a significant
impact upon the nation. Some of the historians surveyed herein have implied that without
the intervention of American traders, the first Australian colonies might never have
succeeded. After those colonies were firmly established, Americans continued to be an
active presence in Australia, bringing about changes to Australia’s way of life. There are
periods in Australia’s history in which American activity stands out because the country
was experiencing substantial social changes, due, in part, to America’s influence: the Gold
Rush, the years after World War One and leading up to World War Two, and the Post-9/11
era, for example. While there have been voices that have protested America’s influence in
Australia from the beginning, the intensity of those voices seemed to increase dramatically
during these pressure points, coming to light in the selected novels.
In Robbery Under Arms, the reaction appears to be against America’s growing
influence in Australia during the Gold Rush. American ideals, which were associated with
life on the goldfields, seemed at odds with the notions of class and society upon which
many believed Australia was founded. Thus in the novel, the Gold Rush and America’s
influence in the country are portrayed as disruptions to the settler society that had been
hitherto identified as “traditionally” Australian. By examining the novel in its historical
context, subtle associations emerge between the criminal life of bushranging and stealing
cattle, and a life on the goldfields. The religious context reveals Australia’s portrayal as a
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paradise, a new Eden. In contrast America is presented as a seductive anti-Eden. While
Dick Marston’s punishment may have seemed harsh, it is presented by Boldrewood as the
means for his repentance, and ultimately changes him into the kind of model citizen that
would make Australia great. (An escape to America would have lacked justice and would
have allowed him to continue living an unrepentant life.) Accordingly, the novel suggests
that Australia can only be restored to its full glory when its citizens give up American
ideals and return to their settler roots.
My Brother Jack shows the narrator, David Meredith, struggling to negotiate an
identity for himself in a world that is rapidly changing due to the decline of the British
Empire, as evidenced by the events leading up to World War Two, and the subsequent rise
of American power and influence. According to critics, his older brother Jack represents
the ideals of a “traditional” Australia, and when David measures himself against Jack, he
feels like a failure. In this novel, the reaction that is drawn out is against America’s cultural
and economic influence that, in this reading, is changing Australia for the worse. The idea
is explored as David, in search of a new identity, embraces a lifestyle that has distinctly
American connotations. In the context of Johnston’s recorded impressions of America, one
can see in David’s wife Helen a reflection of the “typical” American woman; the suburb of
Beverly Grove resembles an American suburb.

At first, this new life is extremely

satisfying. He quickly realises, however, that the American-style life he has adopted leaves
him feeling hollow, shallow and unfulfilled. In an attempt to break free from American
influence in his life, he turns to icons of Australia’s “traditional” identity, but fails to
completely eradicate the American aspects of his adopted life. Jack’s decline at the end of
the novel can be read as a portrayal of the inevitability of the loss of Australia’s
“traditional” identity to American ideals. David’s acceptance of this loss causes him great
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sadness, and ultimately the reader is left with the impression that David expatriates himself
from Australia because he is not worthy. The subtext is that Australia would be better off
with citizens less like David and more like his brother Jack.
Finally, McGahan’s novel Underground can be read as a reaction to America’s
political influence in Australia in the wake of the terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001.
Its criticism takes the form of a satire which exaggerates the political and social climate in
Australia under the leadership of John Howard. Bernard James is the Prime Minister of
this futuristic Australia who, according to Leo’s portrait of him, suffers from feelings of
inadequacy because of his status as the narrator’s little brother. This representation reflects
criticisms of John Howard, who was often portrayed as a smaller version of George W.
Bush—his “little” brother. In this extreme version of Australia, Bernard has given total
control of the country to the United States—the symbolism of which is made clear as
Canberra is turned into a capital city for a “new world order”—and the consequences for
Australian society are disastrous. Racism and terrorism are escalating, while personal
freedoms are fading away. The heroes of the novel are members of a resistance group who
fight against the current government and are avowed enemies of the United States; readers
are also left with a feeling that even a man as shallow as Leo would be a better leader for
Australia than Bernard. The novel further suggests that Australia’s misguided subservience
to America began prior to World War Two.

Ultimately, McGahan gives the impression

that Australia must become independent of the United States if it is to reach its full
potential.
One could, without difficulty, find other pressure points in Australia’s history, and it
would be worthwhile to examine the literature in, or based on, such time periods. It seems
likely that anti-American sentiment would again emerge. Likewise, other examples of

148

literature from the already identified pressure points could be examined in an attempt to
draw out the anti-American sentiment.

As cited in Chapter Two, it is a much too

commonly held belief that questions of Americanisation and anti-American sentiment in
Australian literature emerged “out of the wartime [World War Two] alliance with America”
(Mosler and Cately 26), and not before. The research for this thesis suggests otherwise, and
a re-examination of early pieces of Australian Literature in this context would be justified.
It does seem that the almost one-sided relationship that America has with Australia—
as suggested by Bryson’s informal survey and confirmed by scholars Robin Boyd and
Frank Hopkins (“American” 145; 221)—is partly responsible for the anti-American
sentiment that can be read in Australian Literature. The interesting phenomenon, however,
is that this sentiment appears to be directed not at individual Americans, but rather at
America as a collective ideal. J.D. Pringle, editor of the Sydney Morning Herald, once
wrote that “Australians are strongly pro-British but tend to dislike individual Englishmen,
while they like individual Americans but tend to disapprove of the United States” (qtd. in
Boyd The Australian 76). The novels examined in this thesis reflect this point. While the
individual Americans in each of the novels are portrayed as likeable characters, there does
seem to be an overall fear that America’s influence is changing Australia for the worse. As
an American studying Australian Literature, I have experienced this phenomenon first
hand. Only once have I been referred to as a “goddamn Yankee,” and my hunch is that this
was friendly banter. Typically a description of my work elicits one of two responses. The
first response is one of delight and surprise that an American has come to Australia to study
the country and its literature. Often this kind of response comes from younger Australians.
The second response is also one of surprise, but usually accompanied by a somewhat
mocking laugh and the question, “Do we have any literature in Australia?” This response
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comes more often from older Australians. Both responses are also usually accompanied by
the question, “Why?”
It is often a difficult question to answer, because I was an American who had only a
vague awareness of Australia, its culture and its literature. The English literary studies I
completed as an undergraduate focused primarily on literature from Great Britain—
including England, Ireland, and Scotland—and America, excluding almost all other
English-speaking countries. Even Canada, whose roots are similar to those of the United
States—essentially being the same entity until the lower thirteen colonies declared
independence from Great Britain—is mostly ignored in English literary studies in America.
As an example of the insignificance with which Australian Literature is viewed, there are
only two “Australian and New Zealand studies” centres in the United States, one at
Georgetown University and one at the University of Texas in Austin.

Likewise, the

country’s most prestigious universities—including Harvard, New York University, the
University of California at Berkley, Cornell University, the University of Wisconsin at
Madison, the University of Michigan, The University of Chicago, and the University of
Minnesota—do not even offer individual classes in which Australian literature is the topic,
though Stanford University offers a class titled, “Globalization and Contemporary Fiction,”
which mentions Australia along with Nigeria, India, and Guyana.1 Similarly, all of the
bookstores I visited prior to embarking on my journey to Australia had no sections for
Australian Literature or history. There was very little available about Australia—excluding
some travel guides—at all. During my undergraduate studies it occurred to me that one of
the consistent characteristics of Western culture is the need that people have to express
themselves in writing and I imagined that there must be writers everywhere who are equally
worthy of study as those in the canon studied in America.
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The answer to the “why” question, then, is that I came to Australia to find some of
those worthy writers who have escaped the attention of the Literature Department at
Arizona State University, as well as the aforementioned American universities, and much
of the American publishing industry. A conclusion that one could draw, based on the
social, political, and historical commentary, as well as the novels studied, is that America
is, and generally has been, an ego-centric country. There is a perception—that many
consider naïve or unfounded—that Americans believe that their nation is the most perfect
system in the world and that other countries are not worthy of notice. This might be used to
explain why the literary achievements of other countries fail to gain the wider attention of
the United States. There are, of course, organisations devoted to fostering a more balanced
relationship between the two countries.

One might think of the Australian-American

Association, the American Association of Australian Literary Studies, and the Australian
New Zealand Studies Association of North America. Likewise, the journal Antipodes
demonstrates an interest in Australian Literature in America. In spite of these excellent
journals and organisations, the relationship does still seem extraordinarily imbalanced. It is
my hope that, as an American studying in Australia, this thesis will contribute, if perhaps
only in a small way, to correcting that imbalance.
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Notes
1. According to Nathanael O’Reilly, there are other instances of Australian Literature
being taught in the United States. Nicholas Jose and Chris Wallace-Crabbe have
taught Australian Literature courses at Harvard in various years, while Bruce
Bennett taught a course at Georgetown. Don Graham regularly teaches Australian
Literature at The University of Texas at Austin. O’Reilly himself taught Australian
Literature at Western Michigan University, Albion College and the University of
Texas at Tyler, and will be teaching a course at Texas Christian University this year.
Certainly this represents some exposure in America to Australian Literature. My
point, however, is that if one were to calculate the percentage of Australian
Literature courses in relation to the total number of Literature courses taught in the
United States, then one would very likely find that far less than one per cent of
Literature courses taught in the United States are Australian Literature courses.
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Appendix

On the left, one can see the similar stance and stride of Prime Minister Howard and
George W. Bush. Howard has intentionally been made much smaller than Bush,
suggesting that Howard is a small copy of Bush. It is also worth nothing, as seen in the
picture on the right, that Howard actually appears “little” when standing side-by-side
with Bush. The image on the right was taken from:
<http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-480494/Bush-confuses-Austria-Australialatest-gaffe.html> on 30 December 2010.
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